The Truth 
Agcoriing to 
Carmelo 
Anthony 


“The people in power 
understand now more than 
ever that some of the athletes 
are just as powerful as them. 
And that's the scary part.” 


AN EXCLUSIVE INTERVIEW 
BY-HOWARD BRYANT 
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THE NBA PREVIEW ISSUE 


NBA PREVIEW 
The NBA season that makes no sense. 


YOU HAVE TO FEEL WHAT’S GOING ON 


In an era of activist athletes, Carmelo Anthony 
knows his influence—and isn’t afraid to use it. 
BY HOWARD BRYANT 


THE TROUBLE WITH DRAYMOND GREEN 
He’s the heart of the Warriors, but he also could 
bring them down. BY ETHAN SHERWOOD STRAUSS 


EVERYTHING YOU (NJEVER WANTED TO 
KNOW ABOUT STEPH CURRY’S MOUTHGUARD 
A literal, if disgusting, oral history. BY ELAINE TENG 


MAD MONEY 
$50 million for Tyler Johnson? Sounds crazy, but 


he might be worth every penny. BY PABLO S. TORRE 


TWITTER BIO MATCH GAME! 

The NBA's finest bios, one character at a time. 
THE SLEEPWALKING DEAD 

No snooze, you lose. The games your team will 


drop solely because of the nightmare that is the 
NBA schedule. BY BAXTER HOLMES 


NBA POWER RANKINGS 
Eavesdrop on our podcasters for everything you 
need to know about all 30 teams. 


Can Green and associates 
win the court battle with 
KD on their Side? 


SAM BRADFORD JUST GOT INTERESTING 
He’s played on three teams in three years, but the 
2010 No. 1 pick might have finally found his 
perfect fit in Minnesota. BY TIM KEOWN 
COACH PEAK Washington went from punching 
bag to wrecking ball in the Pac-1e. The secret? 
The man with the headset. BY BROCK HUARD 

ULTIMATE STANDINGS Grading all 122 MLB, 
BA, NFL and NHL teams on everything from wins 
and losses to beers and dogs. BY PETER KEATING 


VOICES 
A poem of female 
physical intention 
and a journey 
through the cycle of 
sport and society. 
BY NIKKY FINNEY 
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BEHIND THE PAGES 


“There’s one thing | relearn every 
year from the Ultimate Stand- 
ings: how different sports look 
=, from everyday seats as opposed 
a to the press box. Fans regularly 
tell us they care more about 
players’ effort, friendly arenas and loyalty from 
owners than championships or coaches. The 
standings show which teams deliver. They are also 
a tribute to Mark Giles, the Mag editor who put 
his heart into eight editions of this project before 
his death in 2011. The rankings carry on Mark’s 
spirit by giving a voice to the sports world’s true 
underdogs: paying customers.” MORE ON PAGE 29 


“Whenever a pro athlete gets a 
huge guaranteed contract, the 
popular expectation is that he 
won't work as hard. Anyone who 
knows Tyler Johnson knows 

$50 million won't make him any 
less of a competitor—at anything. Tyler and | 
played FIFA 16 in his condo. And not to brag (OK, 
to brag), but I’ve played, and defeated, my share of 
pro athletes at this game. No one, though, was 
more sincerely dejected to lose two of three to me 
than Tyler. When | scored, he dropped his head in 
his hands. He muttered complaints. When we said 
goodbye, he vowed to get revenge.” MORE ON PAGE 60 


» 


Forward 
Motion 


Senior writer Howard Bryant on 
Carmelo Anthony’s political prowess: 
“As Carmelo began to find his 
political voice in the past several 
weeks, | grew more intrigued. The 
first thing you notice about him is his 
ease with himself. There are few 
athletes I’ve met who understand 
power and what it means to have or 
not have it. Whether we were talking 
about police brutality or NBA labor, 
he was aware that issues existed 
within the larger context of leverage, 
and for all of his money and celebrity, 
he’s an underdog in both arenas. 
‘Billions outweigh millions,’ he said of 
dealing with owners. He understands 
too that discussing race without 
class is absurd. By the end of our 
talks, | was convinced Melo could be 
a political figure. He was that 
impressive.” MORE ON PAGE 40 

a 


“In the wake of a summer project 
with Tom Haberstroh about the 
relationship between the NBA's 
82-game schedule and its injury 
epidemic, an assistant coach 
reached out. He recalled a game he 
said his team knew it would lose because of what led 
up to it: along game the night before, lengthy travel, 
etc. His team, sure enough, was smoked. That led to 
an idea: Identify each of those games in the 2016-17 
season for our ‘schedule alert’ project. Experts 
helped us find them, and coaches were happy to 
discuss just how bonkers the NBA’s schedule is. It 
alone can decide outcomes.” MORE ON PAGE 68 
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Ode to the Girl ona Wheel 


‘I think bicycling has done 
more to emancipate women than 
anything else in the world. It gives women 
a feeling of freedom and self-reliance. 
I stand and rejoice every time I see a 
woman ride by on a wheel ... the picture of 
Sree, untrammeled womanhood.” 

— Susan B. Anthony, 1896 


Girls who break camp and ride, 
daughters of iron fleur-de-lis and 
pearl sankofa, smashing homeruns, 
charting backhands, in city sandlots, 


with floral abstractions and lightning 
rod detail, calculating their girl futures 
on urban stoops, long after dark, 

long before Wimbledon’s 


silver trays spell out their planetary 
names. Foremothers, women of rye 
invention in the business of movement 
& motion, concoction & measure, 


The Paper Bag, 1868, 
belongs to them. 


They rode their bicycles out of tight 
boxes and off their chains into a propeller 
of girl wind, only to discover the 

wide stained glass slide of themselves, 


they sallied forth and circled, 

in drums of cotton and sailboats of lace, 
salty & pugnacious, riding with handle 
bars but with no hands, 


Sue Sally Hale, colored in a mustache 
and dressed like a man just to play 
polo in Southern California in 1950. 


Juggling dream notes and sketches ten 
feet in the provincial air, as their bikes 
flew the red dirt roads, women of wheel 
wind now giving historical permission to 


their daughters traipsing gridirons, pitching 
diamonds, running the wooden courts, 
sleeping with their hands still arced in 
black belt tunics and butterfly capoeira. 


This love song is for those who mastered 
the almost falling over, in order to relish 
the sublime female flight of up & away, 
the journey of female physical intention 


Annie Taylor, first human 
to go over Niagara Falls 
in a barrel. 


The great girl flight is the tumbling from a 
solid, to a liquid, to a gas. Full throttle with 
wheels calculating the circumference of 
invisibility, fending off trumpets of chivalry 


and doubt, giving birth to shy daughters in 
need of the sweet roux of their own blue 
cornflower flame. Contortionist swan 

girls of the track and field that 


hail from Housing Projects and Hollers, 
measuring the mechanics of their own 

dust tracks on the road, sweating the details 
and leaving their girl trace, 


The Murphy Bed, 1885, 
is one of their contraptions. 


Wrapping lavender and rosemary garland 
around the velocity of their handlebars, 

they sing and sign to the whirling, pirouetting, 
dervish band of other girls with wheels 


feverishly bringing up the rear, eyes and 
aureoles leaned in, pressing on around 
each bend, loop de looping the arena 
with their mighty wheelworks mastery. 


The circumference of a girl who won’t 
back down is a registered trademark 
motion. On wheels, no longer standing 
still they learn what makes them tick. 


Remembering how their mothers made 
quiet haste of cabin fever, preferring torque 
to meander, saying No to any parade of 
pretty dainty wave. 
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Cathay Williams was also William Cathay, 
Secret woman & Buffalo Soldier, 1866. 


They would rather be chased and never 
caught, than stared at and never seen, 
daring, wild, and crooked free, and woman 
enough to build their own time capsules, 


The Windshield Wiper, 1903, 
invented by a girl. 


Sometimes a girl can sail her bicycle, 
sometimes her arm is already the wheel, 
she is the girl-woman of the double-quick 
hips, twerking with her kickstand up, 


Virne Mitchell, pitcher, who struck out 
Babe Ruth. Women would later be banned 
Srom the sport. 


They refashion new arenas for women 
who fence and cover their hair, with 
crescent and purpose, then lunge with 
might and fearless heart. 


Monopoly, the game, 1904, 
was invented by her kind. 


No bra or bodice, she is at home 

with her inner workings and the quick 
cockpit of her mind. Nobody’s Fool 

comes tattooed across her back beneath her 


hoodie. This great grand daughter, the 
sister, the lover to the woman who invented 
the circular saw in 1813, 

then bloomers in 1851. 


Verve and gadget set them apart from 
others, they are comfortable in their 
running shoes and bloomers, relaxed 
with themselves in an easy loose-fitting 


kind of way. Sing the love song against 
the liar who has tried, since the Games 
of Hera, to tell us who they are, fill 

the silence that can set in quick when 


a girl is told from stroller wheel to 
wheelchair, A girl's mind is not that quick. 
Watch closely for the girl who is intent 

on spinning her wheels in the cockpit, 


ESrii W 


FOR ANOTHER ORIGINAL POEM BY NIKKY 
FINNEY, AND A CONVERSATION ABOUT 
HOW SPORTS HELPED SHAPE HER LIFE 
AND WORK, GO TO ESPNW.COM 


Bessie Coleman, piloting her 
Jenny into Paris, smiling down 
at the ones who told her she 
would never fly a plane. 


Near the hoop, around the arena, 
past the insult, into the microphone, 
women who invented exertion, 

who thought go & travel a fragrance, 


The female Sumo wrestlers of 1870. 
Hattie Stewart, pugilist, 1884. 
The Women of Roller Derby. 


Girls who GirlTrek and gad about for 
freedom from inertia, in the name of 
getting the lead out, with the same DNA 
as the women who invented 


Scotchgard, 1953, and 
Kevlar, 1965 (5 times tougher than steel). 


From the wombs of women who 
bent forward all day in high cotton, 
beyond the wired corsets of mothers 
who could not leave the house 


(and still be thought of a lady), 


into the high notes of women 
prone to move, girls made from 
the cloth of “loose” women 
removing their corsets without 


permission, “strait-laced” women 
who took years but finally learned 
to disobey the rules, then who with 
fists and fisticuffs fought back. 


We march into the new Hippodrome, 

in the name of women who twitch & move, 
to honor the long-legged, the short-limbed, 
the lanky girls, who uncrossed their legs, 


Nikky Finney has written four books of poetry, including 
Head Off & Split, for which she won the 2011 National 
Book Award. She wrote this original piece for the 2016 
espnW Women + Sports Summit. 


who rode by emancipated on their wheels, 
the loud whistling women who wanted 
out of the house, off the plantation, 

into the street, inside the ring, 


Ernestine Shepherd, 74, 
body builder. 


Women endowed with a wheel of a mind, 
moving their body at the speed of girl light, 
with sometimes a bat, a ball, a pencil, 
pushing off with ink, back flip, triple flute. 


Who sprint and glide into home with hair 
fastidiously beaded and cornrowed, with 
the rubberbands of their ponytails pulling 
back their mother’s eyes. Women who 


dreamed beyond the screened-in porch 
and backyard fence. A band of women 
alive and well, who still saddle up their 
mythological bikes, pioneering all the way, 


Retractable Dog Leash, 1908, 
Liquid Paper, 1951, 


to strike out on their own. Tomboys. 
Girls on bikes. Dykes on Bikes. Sweet 
graying daughters of Title IX. All, us, 
kin to the women who run the Sahara 


shoeless and at night, and the Kenyan 
girls of tomorrow now sprinting with the 
moon, granddaughters of keen women, 
who can’t stand the standing still, 


who crave the nimbus and the eddy, 
and the flight, our girl XX DNA is 

in it, wheel in hand. We'll Alpine race it, 
balance beam it, figure skate it, 


The Submarine Telescope, 1845, 


forearm it, curl & summit, Caster 
Semenya it, wheel in hand, we ignite 
footfall, leave our trace, planting 
Achilles and Sojourner, spinning still, 


from a solid 
to a liquid 
to a gas. 
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Sam Bradford Just 
Got Interesting 


Dismissed, injured, ridiculed, traded—he's had a long few years. But in leading 
the undefeated Vikings, this QB has rewritten the NFL's script on him. 


BY TIM KEOWN 


PHOTOGRAPH BY NARAYAN MAHON 10.31.2016 ESPN 15 


¢ FORWARD 


Sai bradford appears to be the least subversive player in the 
NEY. He runs between practice drills in his red jersey like a 
DV player trying to impress his coaches. He drives a lifted Ford 
¥-150, the same model he’s driven since entering the league in 
2010—also the vehicle known for being the most popular in 
America. “Yep, that’s all I drive,” he says with a shrug. Even his 
attempts at exuberance can go wrong. After throwing for his 
second touchdown in the Vikings’ Week 5 win over the Texans, 
Bradford celebrated by jumping into the chest of Alex Boone 
and promptly bounced off the 310-pound guard like a finch 
flying into a window. 
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RISING ABOVE HIS PAST 


Bradford's solid start in Minnesota is closer 
to what was expected of the QB when he was 
named 2010 offensive rookie of the year. 


» 4 


Bradford graded out above average 
in ESPN’s QBR rating just twice 
in his five previous seasons played. 


But perhaps the most Bradford thing about 
Bradford? The long, floppy sleeves that make it look 
as if he’s wearing a jersey that has to be returned to 
the equipment shed at the end of the season. When 
his name is announced before games at U.S. Bank 
Stadium, he jogs out of the Viking-ship facade with- 
out so much as a fist pump. Slow and steady, he is 
nothing more than a guy who’s been told where to 
go and is intent on getting there unnoticed, as ef- 
ficiently as possible. 

When asked whether anything interesting hap- 
pened to him over the past five months, Bradford 
says, “Been pretty boring, to be honest with you. 
Nothing really comes to mind.” He plays it straight 
just long enough before issuing a wide smile that 
reaches his eyes a beat or two later. “It’s phenomenal 
how he’s mastered the art of saying nothing, but in 
a friendly way,’ Boone says. “I love it.” 

This man, whose unobtrusive personality has 
meshed perfectly with the impact he has made 
since being the No. 1 pick in 2010, is leading the 
offense for the last unbeaten team in the NFL. This 
man, whose career is distinguished by punctua- 
tion—question marks for the time he’s been on the 
field, commas for the vast amount he’s missed to 
injury—is authoring the type of personal renais- 
sance that is already triggering a reconsideration 


Among the six QBs picked No. 1 from 
2006 to 2015, only JaMarcus Russell has 
a lower career QBR than Bradford. 
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*Through Week 5 


of himself and the most glorified and overanalyzed 
position in sports. 

It began when Bradford was traded from the 
Eagles to the Vikings after Teddy Bridgewater suf- 
fered a horrific knee injury less than two weeks 
before the regular season. The trade followed an 
offseason that did nothing to enhance his reputa- 
tion. Bradford signed a contract extension in Phila- 
delphia, saw the Eagles trade up to draft Carson 
Wentz at No. 2 overall and then held himself out of 
voluntary offseason workouts in what was de- 
scribed by America’s sports media as either the 
“dumbest” or the “most pointless” leverage-free 
holdout in history. 

Despite the turmoil, and despite making it known 
after the draft that he wanted to be traded, Bradford 
didn’t anticipate being a possible replacement for 
Bridgewater. “Honestly, I should have,’ he says, “but 
they didn’t want to trade me in the spring, so I fig- 
ured they weren't going to trade me a week before 
the season.” 

In Minnesota, Bradford got a crash course in co- 
ordinator Norv Turner's offense, started against the 
Packers eight days after he arrived and has only got- 
ten better since. Through four starts, he was seventh 
in the NFL in Total QBR and second to Atlanta’s 
Matt Ryan in passer rating among quarterbacks 


75 


who had thrown at least 100 passes. Air-dropped 
into a new offense just before the season opener, he 
has not thrown an interception. 

In fact, Bradford’s resurgence makes him the per- 
fect subject to explore the cult of the quarterback, 
the cottage industry that’s grown up around the idea 
that an NFL playbook is the sports equivalent of the 
Human Genome Project. How could he possibly 
grasp the convolutions and minutiae of an NFL of- 
fense, one devised by a legendary offensive coach, in 
just two weeks? 

Presented with this, Bradford suddenly turns sub- 
versive. He answers silently, with a cartoon eye roll, 
then says, “I learn a new system every year anyway.” 


ON SEPT. 3, a Saturday, Bradford and his wife, 
Emma, were taking advantage of a rare weekend 
without football to do some fishing in Oklahoma. 
At 8 a.m., Sam received a call. Eagles coach Doug 
Pederson was on the line, informing Bradford he’d 
been traded to the Vikings. By 1:30 that afternoon, 
Bradford and his wife were on a private jet heading 
for Minneapolis, and two hours after that Sam was 
sitting in a meeting with Turner and his son, Scott, 
the Vikings’ quarterbacks coach. 

“There’s no magic formula,” Scott Turner told 
Bradford. “We've got to attack this thing. We're not 
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going to ease into it. We're going to throw a bunch 
of stuff against the wall and make it stick.” 

Starting the next day, Bradford arrived at the 
team’s practice facility each morning at 6 to learn 
the terminology of the offense. At 7 a.m., Scott Turn- 
er would spend an hour showing him PowerPoint 
presentations of formations and pass routes before 
the regular quarterbacks meeting. From there, 
Bradford sequestered himself with film study before 
practice. After practice, Scott would summon a few 
low-level coaches—or just “random people,” as 
Bradford puts it—to run routes on the practice field. 
After that, Bradford and Scott would go back into 
the building and review video cutups of the plays 
they'd just walked through. Other times they would 
set up Bradford with a virtual reality headset, called 
STRIVR, to give him real-time simulations. 

“Sam’s obviously a very smart guy, but it’s also him 
basically living in here,” safety Harrison Smith says. 
“Every time I was in here, he was always in here. If 
we were off, he was here. I honestly don’t know how 
much he left the facility when he first got here.” 

Bradford, typically understated, says he spent an 
average of 14 hours at the facility before going home 
to eat dinner and study more film. “I don’t knowifI 
ever came up for a breath over those two weeks,” he 


VIKINGS TIGHT ENDS COACH 
PAT SHURMUR ON BRADFORD 


says. “Definitely crazy.” Pe least an offseason to learn the new language. In 
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Running back Matt Asiata says, “When he first 
got here, I looked at Sam and thought, ‘This guy 
looks like a smart guy. He has to be. Norv’s offense 
is pretty ... let’s say it’s Spanish sometimes.” 

Still, Bradford cautions anyone from making too 
much of his achievement. “To me, you can pretty 
much learn anything,” he says. “I’ve run pretty much 
all these concepts somewhere in my career. The con- 
cepts aren’t all that different, but the small details 
within the concept might be different.” 

The way Bradford explains it, the hard part is 
compartmentalizing words that have different 
meanings in different schemes. Let’s say green 
means one thing in Philadelphia and something 
entirely different in Minnesota. When faced with 
green in Minnesota, he has to translate it from the 
previous language. “OK, what hits my brain?” he 
asks himself. “But over time, that fades out and this 
becomes your language. This is what you under- 
stand, so when you hear these playcalls, you get it.” 

Scott Turner told him, “It’s like someone para- 
chuted you into Mexico. You know what a banana 
is, but you have no idea what they call it.” 

Normally, a quarterback—even a quarterback 
who has gone through three regime changes in 
three years, as Bradford has—is provided with at 
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Minnesota, Bradford had just two weeks. 

“He doesn’t know much about us, so he’s just find- 
ing the open guy,’ receiver Adam Thielen says. “The 
way it happened so fast, there was no other choice 
but to trust us.” 


LESS THAN FOUR minutes into the Vikings’ rout of 
the Texans, Thielen runs down the right sideline 
and puts a double move on cornerback Johnathan 
Joseph as Bradford releases the ball. When it spins 
off his fingertips in a geometrically precise arc, its 
outcome as obvious as its spiral, you know precise- 
ly why he was chosen No. 1 in 2010. And as it lands 
in Thielen’s hands, as if dropped there by a gentle 
wind, for a 36-yard touchdown, you know why the 
Vikings gave up a first-round pick in next year’s 
draft and a conditional fourth in 2018 to get him to 
replace Bridgewater. 

Those who believe in Bradford do so despite his 
past, despite his injury history and despite an un- 
dercurrent of skepticism about his “mental tough- 
ness.” He missed the entire 2014 season after 
injuring his knee midway through 2013 and re- 
injuring it in preseason. He threw for more than 
3,700 yards in Chip Kelly's offense in Philadelphia 
last season, but 19 touchdowns and 14 interceptions 
left critics unconvinced. Of the six quarterbacks 


taken with the No. 1 pick since QBR became a mea- 
surement of a quarterback’s worth, only the infa- 
mous bust JaMarcus Russell had a worse rating 
than Bradford’s 49.8. 

But is it possible that quarterbacks aren't out 
there by themselves? 

Minnesota’s offense, after losing Adrian Peterson 
in Week 2, employs more of what Bradford does 
best: working out of the shotgun, throwing short, 
quick passes to make up for the NFL's worst rushing 
offense. In leading Minnesota over the Texans to go 
5-0, Bradford was 22-of-30 for 271 yards and two 
TDs. But to get a clear view of Bradford’s resurgence, 
you also have to look to the other side of the ball. The 
Vikings’ D, fast and nasty, is allowing an NFL-low 
12.6 points per game. (By comparison, the Eagles 
allowed 26.9 ayear ago.) 

As for the persistent suggestions that Bradford 
has lacked mental toughness, that causes Vikings 
tight ends coach Pat Shurmur’s eyes to flash and his 
voice to rise. “That’s so far from the truth,’ he says, 
leaning into the words. Shurmur was Bradford’s of- 
fensive coordinator in his rookie year in St. Louis, 
then again last season in Philadelphia. He repeat- 
edly says he felt “responsible” for Bradford in both 
places. In Minnesota, he was Bradford’s most vocal 
advocate when the trade was being discussed. “He 


got injured, and sometimes there’s nothing you can 
do about that,” he says. “Along the way, he’s taken 
some hits and matured as a pro. Not mentally 
tough? That’s the furthest from the truth when you 
talk about Sam. He’s tough as nails.” 

“T really think he’s a different guy here,” Boone 
says. “I think he’s more confident, more comfortable. 
I think he’s not afraid to let it loose.” 

Six weeks removed from losing Bridgewater for 
the season, and four weeks removed from losing 
Peterson, perhaps for the season, the trade for Brad- 
ford is viewed within the Vikings’ locker room as a 
message from GM Rick Spielman. 

“It really showed the confidence they have in the 
team,” Smith says. “This isn’t a rebuilding year. It’s 
not, ‘Oh, we were going to be really good, but now 
we'll just see what happens. It reinforced to us that 
the time is right now.” 

Or, as Boone says: “Sam came wrapped in gold.” 

It’s clear that the king of the eye roll wouldn’t 
agree, and that the reconsideration of Sam Brad- 
ford will continue along its unemotional, monoto- 
nous path. The cosmic importance of football 
eludes him. He doesn’t take himself too seriously, 
and he sincerely hopes nobody else does either. He’s 
been down that road before. He doesn’t particu- 
larly like the view. B 
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A LEAGUE OF THEIR OWN 


The unbeaten Huskies are the lone 
FBS team to rank top 10 in offensive, 
defensive and special-teams efficiency. 


later, he has proved prophetic. Here’s why the Petersen principles work. 


HE HOARDS 
HOMEGROWN TALENT 


On Dec. 20, 2013, Washington native and ESPN 300 
safety Budda Baker committed to Oregon. But near- 
ly three years later, on Oct. 8, 2016, on the first play 
from scrimmage, Baker intercepted those same 
Ducks to set up a three-play touchdown drive—the 
first of 10 scores for his Huskies offense. 

That play was made possible in February 2014, 
when, two months into his tenure, Petersen per- 
suaded Baker to abandon his Oregon pledge, stay 
local and become a Husky. At the time, Baker was a 
four-star defensive back and the top-ranked prep in 
the state of Washington—and top-ranked Washing- 
ton preps did not stay home. In 2013, QB Max 
Browne fled to SoCal (USC). In 2012, O-lineman 
Joshua Garnett headed to NorCal (Stanford). So Pe- 
tersen set out to do what his predecessors— Rick 
Neuheisel, Keith Gilbertson, Willingham and even 
Sarkisian—failed to consistently do: build a hedge 
around Washington to keep top recruits home, then 
dip into California, Oregon and Hawaii, as necessary. 

In all, Petersen kept four of Washington’s top 10 
recruits in-state for his first recruiting class in 2014, 
six in 2015, four in 2016 and four and counting for 
next year (compared with two and three, respec- 
tively, in Sark’s last two years). And it all began with 
a D-back from nearby Bellevue, the Swiss Army knife 
of the Huskies’ secondary, who intercepted the very 
program he spurned for his hometown team. 
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Coach Peak 


n July 2014, I ran into Chris Petersen after his first-ever go-round 
at Pac-12 media days as he waited for his flight back to Seattle. 
Eight months earlier, he’d taken over as Washington's head coach 
for “Seven-Win Steve” Sarkisian, who had replaced Tyrone Will- 
ingham, who once went winless at U-Dub. Still, Petersen had a 
simple blueprint to return the Huskies to prominence after a quarter century of 
obscurity. “Bringing it back to a championship level will be dictated by our ability 
to recruit and to develop defensive linemen,” Petersen told me. Two and ahalfyears 
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The 25th anniversary Allstate AFCA Good 
Works Team® needs a captain, and it’s up to 
college football fans to determine which of the 
24 student-athletes selected to the team will 
receive the honor. Vote Today. 


Visit ESPN.com/Allstate to learn more about 

the charitable achievements of this team, and 
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QB Jake 
Browning 


NO ONE IS BIGGER THAN 
THE TEAM... NO ONE 


Nine months after landing Baker, his first marquee 
prep, Petersen dismissed Marcus Peters, his marquee 
holdover from Sarkisian. Peters was a long, athletic 
D-back who could shut down anyone. (The Kansas 
City Chiefs would go on to draft him in the first round 
in 2015.) But he also shut out Petersen’s brand of 
discipline. Peters clashed with the new staff, and in 
early November 2014, Petersen booted the three- 
year starter. He was the eighth player suspended or 
dismissed in Petersen’s first year in Seattle. 

Nearly two years later, UW still feels the after- 
shock of Peters’ departure. Case in point: In Husky 
Stadium after a workout in the summer—21 months 
later—several upperclassmen told me they cite Pe- 
tersen’s dismissal of their star player as the moment 
the program began to mend itself after the chaotic, 
undisciplined end to the Sarkisian era. 
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Jake Browning’s six-game résumé 
in 2016 gets, ahem, passing grades. 


TOTAL QBR 


is Kg 


NO. 2 IN THE FBS 


COMPLETION 
PERCENTAGE 


Ren Ib. 


TOUCHDOWNS 
PER PASS ATTEMPT 


NO. 3 IN THE FBS NO. 1 IN THE FBS 


PASSING TOUCHDOWNS 


NO. LIN THE FBS 


YARDS PER ATTEMPT 


NO. 5 IN THE FBS 


HE FOUND A RIGHT-HANDED 
KELLEN MOORE 


Like Moore, the winningest quarterback in FBS his- 
tory (50-3 as a starter for Petersen at Boise State), 
sophomore QB Jake Browning withstood early 
whispers of arm-strength concerns. Also like Moore, 
Browning’s prolific numbers (see left) have quelled 
doubts. Through six weeks, he was the most efficient 
FBS passer (204.9 rating) and second only to Lou- 
isville’s Lamar Jackson in QBR (89.7), with 23 
touchdowns and two interceptions. Browning, of 
course, is not the first talented QB to come through 
Seattle this decade (see: Jake Locker). But what el- 
evates him is a Moore-like chemistry with Petersen. 

From the jump, in the season-opening 48-13 win 
over Rutgers, Petersen gave Browning autonomy in 
the huddle and the freedom to adjust to defensive 
looks. In QB parlance? He gave the gift of advantage 
reads. “There were a handful of [checks ] that he left 
alone, that he needed to leave alone because they 
weren't showing a different look,” Petersen said after 
Browning torched Rutgers for 287 yards and a 94.6 
QBR. “There were a lot of checks going on out there.” 
Even Sark, a former QB, never shared that level of 
trust with his triggermen. 


HE’S A MASTER OF 
TRENGH WARFARE 


Outside of that gang in Tuscaloosa, there isn’t a front 
in the country better than D-coordinator Pete Kwi- 
atkowski’s war daddies: In all, his line has 18% of 
UW’s Power 5-leading 24 sacks. The front four’s 
dominance is so complete—in the bloodbath vs. 
Stanford, the Huskies made all eight sacks without 
ever rushing more than four men— Kwiatkowski is 
sending an extra defender on only 5.7 percent of 
snaps. And the math behind Petersen’s success is the 
same in Seattle as it was in Boise: mixing high-pro- 
file names (Sarkisian-era legacy recruits like Vita 
Vea and Elijah Qualls) with lower-visibility projects 
(onetime Broncos commit Greg Gaines). 

As disruptive as the unit has been thus far in 2016, 
it has proved similarly versatile. Against Stanford, 
the Pac-12’s physical, smashmouth bully, the Hus- 
kies played in a phone booth ... and allowed 0.97 of 
ayard per rush. In Eugene, taking on Oregon’s blur 
attack, they prevailed in space and allowed 5.3 yards 
a play, the Ducks’ worst clip all year. USC’s pro style 
and Wazzu’s air raid still loom, but Petersen’s ability 
to develop his trenches has produced the Huskies’ 
best line in—count ’em—25 years. G 
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FORWARD 


Love is also something Stamkos had to weigh over the 
summer as one of hockey’s most coveted free agents. 
Stamkos, who started skating on ponds and public 
rinks in the Toronto suburbs at the age of 2, could 
have gone home to play for the Maple Leafs. Or to 
Detroit, where the Red Wings have made the playoffs 
for 25 seasons in a row. Or to Buffalo, or any of halfa 
dozen other cities whose teams might have offered 


him north of $10 million a year. Instead, he re-upped 
with Tampa Bay for eight years and $68 million. 
Among his possible suitors, the Lightning probably 


Love—offered and justified, frustrated or spurned— a perteiciy Rani rane an aree 
has been at the heart of our Ultimate Standings for 14 appreciates the lack ofa state income tax. But some- 
years as we've used fan surveys and financial analysis enn lee comet Vis reaeatien aces Ws 
to rank MLB, NBA, NFL and NHL teams by how Ue ee ee 
7 : was an 18-year-old rookie and the Bolts were one of 

they reward fans for the time, money and emotion they the worst teams in the league. In describing the 
invest in them. 7 So when Lightning captain Steven changes he has seen, Stamkos sounds more like a VP 
S k ° b h . 5 f: of marketing than the Lightning’s six-time top scorer: 
tamkKos answers a question about his team = ans, “When you can’t necessarily sell your product on 
players and staff with You can feel that love — ell, the ice, you really have to sell the fan experience,” he 


says. “In larger markets, you can sell out your games 
whether you go 82-0 or 0-82, but Tampa isn’t like 
that. Sonow we give fans a lot of access to players, like 


that says it all about his team’s place at the top. 
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at Carnival Day. Fans enjoy the huge scoreboard and 
the lightning inside the arena and concerts before 
and after the game. The staffis friendly. And now that 
we've developed a core of players and expectations 
are high for us, we still genuinely want fans to come 
and bring their families. 

“You can feel it, whether it’s during games or com- 
ing to the rink or when youre recognized throughout 
the community,” Stamkos says. “Tampa is gradually 
becoming a hockey town.” 


EIGHT YEARS AGO, the Lightning were incompetent 
on the ice and in the owner's box. Meanwhile, Jeffrey 
Vinik was a gazillionaire looking for his next big 
investment. 

Growing up in the shore town of Deal, New Jer- 
sey, Vinik loved hockey so much that at the age of 5 
he would sneak a small black-and-white TV into bed 
with him to pick up night games. “I used to watch 
the Rangers on Channel 9,” he recalls. “And after we 
moved to New York City, I would go to games all the 
time. Brad Park was my guy.” 

Vinik was no skater, though; it turned out his tal- 
ents lay in managing wealth. As a financier, he twice 
made fortunes for himself and investors: He ran 
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Boston-based Fidelity Magellan, which became the 
world’s largest mutual fund in the go-go 90s, and 
then his own hedge fund. It wasn’t until he was about 
to turn 50 that he began to imagine getting involved 
with his childhood love at a different level. At a holi- 
day concert in December 2008, Vinik was drinking 
wine with a friend and musing about the future when 
he suddenly said: “I’m going to buy a hockey team.” 
This was during the dark interregnum between the 
2004-05 and 2012-13 lockouts, when many NHL 
clubs failed to spend within their means, various Sun 
Belt franchises teetered on the brink of survival and 
several owners started looking to sell. By the time 
Vinik was ready to buy in 2010, he estimated that 
eight to 15 teams were either on the market or poten- 
tially available. And he quickly zeroed in on the Light- 
ning. For one thing, the team was mismanaged but 
had some intriguing assets, including an established 
star in Vincent Lecavalier and an emerging young 
stud in Stamkos. For another, Vinik saw the entire 
Tampa region as an undervalued asset: mired in re- 
cession but with all the raw materials for recovery, like 
a fast-growing and well-educated population. “It was 
an opportunity looking for a catalyst,’ he says. “I was 
extremely bullish on the area, and I still am.” 


In 2010, he bought the Lightning and 5.5 acres 
around their arena for a reported $170 million, 
$30 million less than the team had sold for two 
years earlier. 

In sharp contrast to his earlier gigs managing 
funds, Vinik, as sole owner of the Lightning, doesn’t 
have other investors pushing him to chase quick prof- 
its. Instead, he has pursued the twin goals of building 
an elite NHL franchise and making a major civic im- 
pact in his new hometown. “Nobody wants to lose 
money, and we've gotten ourselves to breaking even,” 
he says. “But the metrics you can use to evaluate how 
much a team is worth—its sport, media revenues, 
cash flow—they’re kind ofirrelevant. I’m not selling. 

“T don't play golf. This is what I do for fun. And I 
want to be the owner of a great franchise.” 

The Tampa faithful appreciate Vinik’s perspec- 
tive—and how it differs from that of other sports 
landlords, some absentee, whom they have encoun- 
tered through the years. In our surveys, fans rated the 
Lightning among the top three teams in sports in 
having honest ownership, showing commitment to 
their community and providing avenues for fans to 
give feedback. “Vinik—the guy is at every game, he’s 
a fan,” says Marshall Ames, a 58-year-old financial 
adviser who has been a season-ticket holder since 
1991, before the team ever took the ice. “Meanwhile, 
Stuart Sternberg, when is he at a Rays game?” 

Vinik acquired the Lightning in February 2010; 
three months later he hired Hall of Famer Steve Yzer- 
man as GM. After a 22-year playing career in Detroit, 
Yzerman had moved into the Red Wings’ front office 
and also assembled the Canada roster that won 
Olympic gold in 2010. With the Lightning, he’s had 
aknack for finding contributors beyond the top of the 
NHL draft, such as Ondrej Palat, a seventh-rounder 
in 2011, and Tyler Johnson, an undrafted WHL cen- 
ter. Yzerman has also traded shrewdly, like in 2014 
when Martin St. Louis wanted out of town and re- 
portedly said he'd play only for the Rangers. Despite 
having close to zero leverage, the Lightning got back 
Ryan Callahan and three draft picks for St. Louis 
and a pick. (St. Louis is now retired, Callahan is 
signed through 2020 and Yzerman has wheeled and 
dealed the picks into more prospects.) 

Under Yzerman, the Lightning have established 
the kind of continuity fans love: They produce and 
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retain enough talent not just to contend but to keep 
fans attached to the organization even as veterans 
such as Lecavalier and St. Louis depart. Tampa Bay 
ranked No. 2 in our surveys in keeping core players, 
and fans placed the Lightning in the top five in both 
willingness to pay for players and getting the most 
out of the money they spend—a feat almost as diffi- 
cult to pull off in these standings as in real life. 

All that has led to real on-ice success. Under coach 
Jon Cooper—a former standout junior hockey coach 
whom Yzerman groomed in the AHL—the Light- 
ning have racked up an average of 102 points over 
the past three seasons and made the Eastern Confer- 
ence finals twice. Yet fans pay 28 percent less than 
the NHL average to see games in Tampa (average 
ticket price in 2014-15: $44.50). 

But the Lightning experience has become more 
than a tag sale. The team’s executives have used the 
Green Bay Packers as their model: smaller market, 
rabid fan base, good service. And it’s in that last cat- 
egory that Tampa Bay truly excels. For one thing, 
Vinik has invested more than $70 million renovating 
Amalie Arena, giving it an identity it sorely lacked 
and a conviviality for everyday fans, who can now 
walk around the concourses during the action be- 
cause eight lower-level suites were removed to open 
up the stadium bowl. A huge pipe organ, the biggest 
in the league, blasts music and three types of thunder 
noises—one gigantic boom when they’e all played 
together. And there's actual lightning, from a pair of 
Tesla coils sparking purple arcs. “Six years ago in our 
arena, you wouldn't have known you were in Tampa 
Bay,’ Lightning CEO Steve Griggs says. “Now you 
couldn’t be anyplace else.” 

The Lightning also award $50,000 at every home 
game to a “community hero,’ whom fans can nomi- 
nate and who then donates the money to a charitable 
cause of his or her choice. The program has honored 
local citizens ranging from Bob Buckhorn, the may- 
or of Tampa, to Ben Carpenter, a teenager who plays 
power wheelchair soccer. It has rewarded more than 
400 nonprofits—while extending the Lightning’s 
reach to those charities’ board members. Vinik and 
his wife, Penny, recently pledged $10 million to keep 
the program going for at least five more years. 

There’s avibe running through many of the Light- 
ning’s efforts that is downright ... friendly. Walk 
through the turnstiles in Tampa, watch the Light- 
ning and the lightning, primal-scream during the 
thunder, cheer the community hero—it’s almost as 
ifa phantom limb of your sports personality comes 
back to life. 


WHERE LIGHTNING 
STRIKES 


The Lightning have transformed into 
a fan’s dream franchise since 
arriving in Florida in 1992: They get 
the most from players and give back 
to the fans. The result? Tampa has 
turned into a hockey town. 
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The Lightning were voted best 
in sports when it comes to 
owners and players showing 
appreciation to the fans. 


11,082 


Attendance at the Lightning’s 2016 
Fan Fest, the highest ever. 


1b 


Difference in places between the 
Lightning (T2) and the Maple Leafs 
(No. 117) in “get the most out of the 
money they spend.” 


That was a priority for Vinik. Since taking control 
of this operation, he has imprinted courtesy on its 
business model. (He imposes only one rule in his 
owner's box: No talking while there’s action on the 
ice, which is sometimes enough to drive Buckhorn 
out of the suite.) “We want ticket takers, ushers, bar- 
tenders, everyone in the building to think about how 
to serve fans,” Griggs says. “It’s about making lasting 
memories. It’s about being nice.” 


YES, TOBE a Lightning fan is to be pleasantly sur- 
prised. Hillsborough County, Florida, buzzes with 
tales of how former CEO Tod Leiweke once rushed 
to assist a woman struck by a puck. Or how former 
captain Dave Andreychuk, now a Bolts VP, has 
helped customers find the right jersey size. Or how 
staff noticed a mom having trouble with her son’s 
faulty wheelchair, so they took it to the maintenance 
facility and repaired it. Not coincidentally, in our 
surveys, Tampa Bay ranked first in having owners 
and players who show appreciation to fans. 


For all of that, the entire enterprise did seem to 
hang in the balance during the run-up to Stamkos’ 
decision in the summer. “We didn’t think there was 
a chance he’d come back, and we were devastated,” 
says John Thresher, a 40-year-old construction at- 
torney and Tampa Bay season-ticket holder. “And if 
he had gone, who knows how much talent the Light- 
ning would be able to hang on to. For him to come 
back rather than taking the money and running, it 
just endorses what we like to feel about this team.” 

Two days after Stamkos committed to the Light- 
ning, defenseman Victor Hedman followed his lead, 
inking an eight-year extension. A few months later, 
the Lightning re-signed Nikita Kucherov to another 
team-friendly deal. So now, with their core intact on 
the ice and season tickets up from 3,000 to 14,500 
under Vinik, the Lightning are planning to build out 
from a whole new plateau by growing the fan base. 
As local interest in playing hockey explodes, the team 
is investing in programs and equipment around the 
region. One example: The Bolts are distributing 
100,000 sticks and balls to get kids playing in drive- 
ways and on streets before taking the ice. “This 
team’s been around for 24 years now,’ Griggs says. 
“Second- and third-generation Lightning fans are 
starting out believing. We've created tribalism.” 

Forbes magazine says the Lightning have in- 
creased in value by 49 percent since 2011, to $260 
million, and carry less debt than any comparable 
NHL franchise. Beyond those numbers, fans tell the 
story of an organization inspiring such loyalty that 
hockey no longer feels foreign to Florida. “A lot of 
teams think, ‘If we win, they will come,” Griggs says. 
“But you have to look at all the pillars that sustain the 
ebb and flow of your support. And it’s notjust in this 
building. It’s in this community.” 

Other franchises, take note: Treat fans well and you 
just might capture love, and lightning, in a bottle. 


THE LIST CONTINUES > 


Fan surveys by Maddock Douglas and NetReflector 


The method to our madness: It takes four steps for us to rank the 
122 franchises in North America. First: Consulting firm Maddock 
Douglas surveyed 1,031 fans to form 25 criteria for the things most 
desired in return for the emotion, money and time they invest. Second: 
Teaming with NetReflector, an opinion research firm, ESPN.com 
asked fans to rate their home teams in each area; more than 72,000 
of you did! We grouped grades into seven categories. Third: Our final 
measure, bang for the buck, uses calculations developed with 
Oregon’s Warsaw Sports Marketing Center to figure how well teams 
turn fans’ money into wins. Finally: We combined each team’s scores 
across all categories into a weighted average. The result? Rankings 
that combine fan opinions and how well teams turn your dollars into 
wins. Ultimately, it all counts. 
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ULTIMATE VALUE 


CAROLINA 
PANTHERS 


The Panthers are No. 1 in bang 
for the buck: They won more 
games than any team in the 
NFL last season while charging 
the ninth-lowest average ticket 
price in the league ($78.22). 
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The Giants are known for 
AT&T Park’s gorgeous 
view, so it’s no surprise 
that their stadium is 
second overall (behind 
only MLB’s other famous 
waterfront property: 
Pittsburgh’s PNC Park). 
But it’s not just the Bay: 
AT&T Park is also No. 2 in 
providing a fan-friendly 
environment and No. 1 in 
making it enjoyable for 
fans to catch games on 
TV, the radio or online. 


ULTIMATE CLOCK PUNCHERS 


Last year’s champs, the Spurs, ranked first in the players category—for the sixth 
year in a row. That's in large part thanks to a No. 1 ranking in the category fans say 
is most important to them: players who always give their best effort. Almost across 
the board, the team’s rankings are up from 2015 (they're also No. 1 in coaching 
and ownership and rank no lower than 11th in any category), but the Lightning’s 
conference finals run moved them ahead of the four-time Standings topper. 
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ULTIMATE MOVERS 


SAN JOSE SHARKS 


After missing the playoffs in 2015, the Sharks 
made it all the way to the Stanley Cup finals 
in 2016—and the fans responded by jumping 
them 58 spots in the rankings, the biggest 


leap by any team this year. 
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40 | New Orleans Saints 
Arizona Coyotes 
42 | Indianapolis Colts 
43 | Utah Jazz 
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ULTIMATE RECRUITERS 


CHICAGO CUBS 


The Cubs were tabbed 
the team most willing to 
pay to attract quality 
players and coaches. 
Sure enough, the 
Ricketts family opened 
the purse strings in 
recent years to sign Jon 
Lester, Jason Heyward 
and, on Sept. 28, Theo 
Epstein, for a reported 
$50 million-plus. 
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ULTIMATE CHEAP EATS 


ATLANTA FALCONS 


The Falcons will have the lowest concession prices in sports in 2017: $2 for a hot 
dog, pretzel or soda (with unlimited refills) and $3 for nachos, waffle fries or a slice 
of pizza—all including sales tax! What that means: You can feed a family of four 
twice at Mercedes-Benz Stadium for less than it costs to park at a Cowboys game. 
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ULTIMATE BACKHANDED COMPLIMENT 


ORLANDO MAGIC 


Orlando’s Amway Center was this year’s top NBA stadium ... at 25th, 
behind 11 MLB, seven NFL and six NHL venues. Yikes. 
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ULTIMATE SWAG 


NEW YORK METS 


The Jacob deGrom Hair Hat was the best swag 
handed out this year. But because this is the 
Mets: They gave it away on the same day they 
announced deGrom likely needed nerve 
surgery and would be out for the season. 
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ULTIMATE TAKEOVER 


MIAMI MARLINS 


From the high of Ozzie Guillen in 2012 to the looooow of Mike Redmond and GM-weirdly- 
turned-manager Dan Jennings in 2015, the Marlins have had some coaching drama. But 
this year, with Don Mattingly signed on as skipper, Miami jumped 84 spots in that category. 


MARLINS COACHING RANKING 
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FOR DETAILED BREAKDOWNS AND 
WRITE-UPS FOR ALL 122 TEAMS, 
VISIT ESPN.COM 
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ULTIMATE WEASELS 


ULTIMATE BARGAIN BUST 
ATLANTA BRAVES 
Who needs to root for the 
home team? Not Braves 
fans: Atlanta offers sports’ 
‘most extreme combination 


of poor performance and 


cheap prices. The good 
guys might have won only 
31 home games, but at 
least supporters paid less 
than $20 a ticket. 


The 49ers have created quite the perfect storm: Fans see San Francisco’s owners as the 


105 imaesseineane Brooklyn Nets NFL’ most dishonest and its players as the least available in sports, while the front office 
— . . has raised prices by more than 60 percent over the past five years (the NFL average is 
eG SH a Eopenromeusis just 12 percent). Meanwhile, the 49ers won just five games in 2015—which helps explain 
San Diego Padres she Detroit Lions why they were named the league's worst in paying to attract quality players and coaches. 
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ULTIMATE RIP-OFF 


NEW YORK KNICKS 


Yet again the Knicks had the worst combination of failure and high ticket prices of 
any team in sports. And they look likely to keep the title in 2017: The Knicks haven't 
been to a conference finals in 17 years but still charge 25 percent more than any 
team in the NBA (an average of $129.38, $99 more than the Pelicans’ average]. 


One ticket in New 
York would pay for 


Knicks’ average [i four Pelicans 
ticket price | aeeeea tickets. And in New 
Orleans, you've still 


got money left over 
Pelicans’ average ticket price for a beer. 
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ALL-! / Trusted by the pros to.take on the harshest conditions, the tough WILDPEAK M/T is built to get you there and back whether you’re on the 
WI [3 D) Pp E A kK M / Ir pavement, mud, snow or rocks. The M/T features Falken’s proprietary three-ply DURASPEC™ Sidewall Technology, developed to sustain the most 
punishing off-road conditions. For the mild thrill seeker to the extreme adventurist, the WILDPEAK M/T powers through it all. 


Product images are for illustrative purposes only. Tread design, technical information and tire construction subject to change without notice and may vary by size. Professional Rock Climber. Do not attempt. 
Major League Baseball trademarks and copyrights aretised with permission of Major League Baseball Properties, Inc. Visit MLB.com 


A SHOWDOWN FOR SKIN SUPREMACY 


——s 
| 


THE PROTECTOR 


THE OLD 
SCHOOL 


LUBE 
STRIP 


da 


® The new Schick Hydro” is designed like no other razor to knock out 
HYD RO irritation. Its protective gel reservoir delivers 40% less friction than = 
FREE YOUR SKIN® a lube strip* So leave your face undefeated with Schick Hydro. 
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2016-17 


WELCOME TO THE NBA SEASON THAT MAKES NO SENSE. The season in which Carmelo Anthony, former malcontent ball stopper, is 
the most passionate voice in the NBA. The season in which Draymond Green, the Warriors’ fourth option, could be league MVP— 
as long as he doesn’t derail the greatest roster ever constructed. The season in which Steph Curry has become so famous that his 
mouthguard has 35 Twitter accounts. The season in which some random guard named Tyler Johnson will begin making $50 million, 
and arguably deserves it. The season in which we can now predict which games your team will lose just because they're sleepy. And 


XC | 


FOR MORE 


the season in which the winningest team of all time must prove it’s not a failure—while LeBron James has nothing to prove, ever NBA ANALYSIS, 
again. Does any of it make sense? Not so much. But that’s why there’s the NBA Preview, produced in partnership with TrueHoop. GO TO TRUEHOOP 

a é P : : i ON ESPN.COM 
Reading it cover to cover in advance of the coming season? Now that is a thing that makes sense. 
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a NBA PREVIEW 2016-17 


On the cusp of an NBA season that will 
give rise to the next wave of athlete 
activism, Carmelo Anthony reveals 
how he found his voice and power. 


BY HOWARD BRYANT 
PHOTOGRAPHS BY PETER HAPAK 
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Warning: This story contains explicit language. 


Inanormal time, it would be implausible to 
sit down with Carmelo Anthony two weeks 
before the start of the NBA season and not 
talk about basketball—to not hear a word 
about his Knicks, his Olympic gold in Rio or 
his new All-Star teammates. But this isnt 
just any time in America. Since the early 
summer, when six police officers were ac- 
quitted in Anthony's hometown of Baltimore 
after facing charges resulting from the April 
2015 death of Freddie Gray, basketball for 
the Knicks’ franchise player has become sec- 
ondary to being an active, involved citizen, 
one aware of his power and influence—and 
often the limitations of each. We spent a re- 
cent afternoon together in New York talking 
as black citizens and parents, debating race 
and policing, owners and players, and the 
increasing politicization of sports in a tense, 
post-Ferguson nation. For Anthony, there is 
no more holding back. 
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HOWARD BRYANT: It sounds like there’s a sort 
of tipping point that’s happening around the 
country. When | talk to younger people, they 
have this attitude like, “We’re supposed to be 
past this. This is why I’m upset.” And then | 
talk to my uncles and they’re like, “See, this 
is howitis. This is nothing new.” 

CARMELO ANTHONY: This is the new ’60s 
right here. Everybody I talk to, my mom 
and uncles and friends, they say the same 
thing. They're like, “What you're seeing 
right now, we'd seen it already. It’s new to 
you, but it’s not new to us.” I think it’s bigger 
and much deeper than just actually seeing 
what’s happening out there. Not just police 
brutality but so many other issues out there 
that are being swept under the rug. Our 
educational system is messed up. Schools 
are closing left and right. 

HB: What you’re touching on is the one part 
of this that’s been really difficult for me and 
people wanting to talk about Colin Kaeper- 
nick. They’re not focusing on why he’s doing 
what he’s doing. They look at Baltimore and 
they’re not looking at the fabric of Baltimore. 
You have no parks. You’ve got no infrastruc- 
ture. What do you expect that to look like if 
you’re taking all the resources out of the 
community? 

CA: When you don’t have resources, it be- 
comes hopeless. There's nothing to look for- 
ward to. I know when I was coming up, it 
was after-school. We had rec centers to go to 
in our neighborhoods. We had parks to go 
play in. We had football fields to go to. You 
had different things that you could go do. I 
always find it fascinating when I go back to 
my community and kids that I have known, 
or their parents, just hearing them talk. The 
one thing I get out of it is they just want a 
voice. They just want to be heard. It’s like, 
“We want everybody to hear us.” 

HB: When you talk about this, you’re not 
really talking about police brutality spe- 
cifically. You keep saying, “The system is 
broken.” 

CA: The system is broken. It trickles down. 
It’s the education. You've got to be educated 
to know how to deal with police. The police 
have to be educated on how to deal with 
people. The system has to put the right po- 
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lice in the right situations. Like, you can’t 
put white police in the ‘hood. You just can’t 
do that. They don’t know how to react. They 
don’t know how to respond to those differ- 
ent situations. They've never been around 
that, you know? When I was growing up, we 
knew police by their first name. We gave 
them the nicknames. But that’s only because 
we related. And when the white police came 
into our neighborhood, the black police 
said, “Yo, we got this.” That doesn’t happen 
anymore. You got black police afraid to go 
into black communities now, and the white 
police are like, “Shit, I'll come. It’s ajob. P’'ll 
go in there and do it.” Not knowing what's 
going to happen. 

I think athletes now are just going off of 
what they’re seeing now, which is what? Po- 
lice brutality. Police killing people. You 
haven’t seen one thing about schools clos- 
ing. There’s no rec centers. You haven’t seen 
none of that on the news. All you see is po- 
lice killing people. And if I’m sitting there 
watching that every day all day, I’m going to 
feel a certain kind of way. Like, against the 
police. If it was showing schools and why 
they shut them down and there's no funding 
for this and no funding for that, you would 
feel a certain way about that too. But that’s 
not what they're putting out there. 

HB: The thing that bothers me most about 
this is that people believe, especially about 
black athletes and black professionals in 
general, “Well, you made it. What’s the prob- 
lem?” They seem to treat you as if having 
success forfeits your voice, when actually it 
should empower your voice. 

CA: The reason I feel so strongly about my 
beliefs is that it’s been going on forever. 
Then a part of me is like, “I can’t speak up 
on every single issue because then it’d be 
like, ‘Oh, he’s just talking again.” 

But when it’s powerful, timing is every- 
thing, and for me the Freddie Gray thing 
was the one that tipped me off. It was like 
something just exploded. It was like [snaps] 
now was the time. Enough is enough. And 
everybody's calling me like, “We should do 
this” or “We should do that,” and I was like, 
“I'm going home.” If you want to come with 
me, you come with me, but I’m going home. 
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I’m not calling reporters and getting on the 
news; I’m actually going there. I wanted to 
feel that. I wanted to feel that pain. I wanted 
to feel that tension. 

HB: |remember when! was in college at Tem- 
ple, just walking down the street. Here come 
some cops, put me on the ground at gun- 
point. When that happens, it can’t be any 
more personal. 

CA: When you're in that environment, it’s a 
part of your life. You can’t control it. And 
it’s not until you step outside of that envi- 
ronment and start looking back that you're 
like, “Oh, this is messed up.” I sit down with 
different people I grew up with and start 
reminiscing, and before when I used to tell 
that story it was, you know, funny. “Yo, re- 
member when we got pulled over? When 
the police put us on the sround or they 
chased us?” It was funny. Now that shit 
ain’t funny no more. 

HB: Did you watch the Tulsa video? [Ed.’s note: 
The Sept. 16 shooting, captured by a police 
officer’s dashboard camera, showed an un- 
armed black man, Terence Crutcher, being 
shot and killed by a white cop during a traffic 
stop. The officer, Betty Shelby, has pleaded 
not guilty to first-degree manslaughter. ] 
CA: Yeah, of course. 

HB: | watched that and the first thing | said 
was, “That’s a murder.” That was the first 
thing that hit me. 

CA: Right, and you could watch that with 
kids, and even kids will say that. There’s no 
more hiding news. 

HB: Yet you still have a lot of people who just 
don’t see that this is anissue. 

CA: Everybody knows it’s an issue. But it’s 
deeper than that. It’s higher than that. The 
system is broken. And we'll continue to keep 
saying that. How can you sit and watch an 
execution live? And now it’s starting to be- 
come a norm to watch that. When you see it 
now, it’s like, “Oh, man. Another one got 
killed. Another guy got shot.” And you know, 
just like in anything, not all police are bad. 
You know what I mean? You have good ball- 
players, you have bad ballplayers. You have 
good writers, you have bad writers. You 
have good drummers, bad drummers. 

HB: You’ve met with law enforcement. What 
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CARMELO ANTHONY 


has the response been? 

CA: Speaking to them directly, you realize 
you are very limited in what you can do. I’ve 
met with a lot of them, all over the country, 
and they get it. They understand, like, you 
know, it’s messed up. They've like, “We don’t 
condone that.” 

HB: But... 

CA: “But at the end of the day, we roll with 
the blue.” Like, “We're the boys in blue, and 
we stick by our code.” And I don’t want to 
sound crazy when I say it’s understandable, 
because if something happened to some- 
body on my team, they get in a fight, you're 
going to protect them. And from that per- 
spective you understand it, but you realize 
that what you can do has limitations. 

And I realize that they’re scared. When 
you re going out here every day, when you're 
puting that uniform on, in certain neigh- 
Dorhoods you don't know what’s going to 
happen. But that’s because there's a distrust. 
HB@i The dynamic in sports, the NHL aside, is 
White owners, white media, white coaches, 
Black players. That dynamic makesit difficult 
tobe understood. How do you feel like your 
message has been received? 

GAM control my own message. I don’t go 
through the traditional outlets to get my 
Message out there. I create what I want to 
ana! put it out there on my own. 

HG) Whatever gestures you decide to make 
thisseason in support of your message, asa 
team or individually, what do you expect the 
reaction to be? 

GANT he NBA is very supportive. They want 
fole@am up with us and be behind it, but at 
the end of the day it’s still a corporation, so 
there’s only so far that they’re going to let 
you go. And one gesture’s not going to 
change anything. So regardless of if we 
stand out there and put our arms around 
each other to show unity and solidarity, on 
the flip side, at the moment somebody goes 
out there and puts their fist up, that’s going 
to be something different. 

Colin Kaepernick sat down. That caused 
a different reaction. And people didn’t even 
know why he was doing it. They just thought 
it was disrespectful to the actual soldiers 
and people who fought for the country, and 


it had nothing to do with that. 

HB: Have you spoken to Colin at all? What 
was your initial reaction when you saw it? 
CA: I spoke to him that night. He reached 
out to me that night. And I’m watching and 
I'm like, “OK.” Like, “What's next?” In a very 
respectful way, he was like, “I took this step 
and, you know, just wanted to get your 
thoughts on what’s happening.” And I said, 
“Well, you're courageous.” I said, “You just 
showed a lot of courage in what you just did, 
but now is the hard part because you have 
to keep it going. So if that was just a one- 
time thing, then youre fucked. But now you 
keep it going and be articulate and elaborate 
on why youre doing it, and be educated and 
knowledgeable of why you're doing it so 
when people ask, you can stand up for what 
you believe in and really let them hear why.” 
HB: You’re talking about issues that most of 
America doesn’t really want to talk about, yet 
you also just played for your country and won 
a gold medal. How does being called unpatri- 
otic affect you? 

CA: I mean, you hear it. I just think that’s 
bullshit for somebody to call me unpatri- 
otic. That’s totally bullshit. ’'ve committed 
to this country on many different levels. 
Committing to USA Basketball since I was 
19 years old, playing in four Olympics, going 
to the different parts of the world. Where 
they were warring, you know? Traveling to 
Turkey where they were bombing the build- 
ing three doors down from us. Going to the 
games where they’ve got “Down with the 
USA’ signs out there. 

You're representing something that’s big- 
ger than yourself, bigger than the New York 
Knicks or any other team. Youre represent- 
ing the whole country. You've got the USA 
on your chest, and when you hear that na- 
tional anthem, regardless of how you feel 
about it, you get a sensation inside you. 
That’s why the emotions came out after the 
fact, because I knew what was going on back 
here in the country, in our own communi- 
ties. And for me to know that and still be 
over there fighting and playing and repre- 
senting our country on the highest scale that 
you can represent it in sports, it was all those 
kind of emotions. 


HB: In the NBA, it seems like you have more 
power—more than NFL players, more than 
some baseball players. | always thought that 
standing up in 2014 during the Donald Ster- 
ling thing was a real opportunity for players 
to say— 

CA: I said the same thing. But I never 
stepped out there and said anything about 
the Donald Sterling piece because at the end 
of the day, you realized that it’s bigger than 
you. It’s like police brutality with the system. 
The system is broken. It’s a bigger entity 
than you are. Right? So youre dealing with 
something much more powerful that kind 
of controls you in every sense that you can 
imagine. The way I would have done it if it 
was close to me is I wouldn’t have come out. 
That was the opportunity right there: “I'm 
not playing.” At that point it wouldn't have 
been about basketball at all. That was arace 
issue right there. That was where you could 
have put your foot down and said, “No, we're 
not—were not having it.” 

HB: Don Yee, Tom Brady’s agent, said players 
have no idea how much power they’ve got, 
that they could bring this entire system down 
and create something for themselves if they 
wanted to. If | just move over into just the 
system of sports, is there something differ- 
ent and something better to be made? 
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Anthony marched 
with protesters in 
Baltimore after the 
death of Freddie 
Gray, who suffered 
a fatal spinal injury 
while being 
transported in 

a police van. 


CA: I think the resources are there. I think 
we're powerful enough. I can only speak for 
basketball players. We're powerful enough 
to, if we wanted to, create our own league. 
But everybody would have to be willing to 
do that. You have to be willing to say, “This 
is what I’m going to do. I’m supporting this 
right here.” Because at the end of the day, the 
athletes are the league. Without the ath- 
letes, there’s no league. Without us, there’s 
no them. And they don’t think like that. 
They say, “We're your main source of in- 
come, so youre going to need me before I 
need you.” I think you just have to be willing 
to do that. You have to be willing to make 
that move, and, you know, strength comes 
in numbers. If you don’t have those num- 
bers, it’s not going to work. 

The people in the position of power un- 
derstand now more than ever that some of 
the athletes are just as powerful as them. 
And that’s the scary part. To know that, 
“Somebody I’m paying, you know, is just as 
powerful as me. We don’t want that.” 

HB: | make the argument that in the 21st cen- 
tury, the black athlete is the most influential 
black professional in the United States. There 
is a history, a heritage of outspokenness. Yet 
through about 30 years, the mid-’70s up un- 
tilthe late ’90s, you didn’t really hear alot. So 


people seem surprised when they hear you 
talking now. 

CA: It was about building that corporation. 
And it was about building the perfect ath- 
lete. Michael Jordan came in, and he tran- 
scended the game to another level on the 
court and off the court. So everybody want- 
ed that typical athlete, that clean-cut athlete 
suit. Politically correct. Never spoke outside 
of his message. When you had athletes who 
spoke out during that era that you're talking 
about, the ones that did speak out got oust- 
ed. It was, “Put the muzzle on your face.” 
HB: It’s the evolution of the athlete. Now it’s 
athlete as an individual corporation. But the 
difference is you have every other ethnicity 
out there, they get to be proud of what they 
are. You hear in media, so many writers go- 
ing, “Well, and | don’t want to be a black 
writer. [just want to be a writer.” And I’mlike, 
“Well, why don’t you get to be both?” 

CA: Because it’s not accepted. We're the only 
culture, we're the only race that doesn’t have 
our own. For us, what we have? We have the 
*hood. So there’s no resources in the ’hood, 
other than drugs. Either you have a good 
jump shot or you selling crack rock. These 
other races out there, they got their own 
neighborhoods. They got their own com- 
munity, their own stores. They support one 
another. And we don’t. 

HB: And where does that come from? That 
comes from the fact that we have separated 
education from community. My neighbor- 
hood in Dorchester, in Boston, in Roxbury— 
any black family that had any prospects, they 
left. Why? For the schools. 

CA: Because there’s no resources. 

HB: And when stability’s gone, what’s left? 
CA: Nothing. Hopelessness. 

HB: Yet you hear this cognitive dissonance 
when Baltimore hits and people say, “Why 
are they burning down their own neighbor- 
hoods?” without realizing they aren’t ours. 
CA: That’s right. We don’t own anything. 
That Rite Aid? That isn’t ours. And that’s 
what I’m talking about when I say it’s all 
part of something bigger. These times, 
they’re crazy. It’s not about the one thing. 
The system is broken. You hear people say- 
ing, “Justice or else.” I think you're starting 
to see what “or else” looks like. G 
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The Warriors’ most vital player is 
also their greatest enigma, a man 
who could lead them to a dynasty— 
or stand in their way. 


BY ETHAN SHERWOOD STRAUSS 
ILLUSTRATION BY OWEN FREEMAN 
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WITH DRAYMOND GREEN 


ALLINALL, it was not the best few months for 
Draymond Green. On June 10, during Game 
4 of the NBA Finals against the Cavaliers, 
some 20 million viewers caught him in the 
act of trying to slap LeBron James in the 
groin. Three days later, after being suspend- 
ed for that act, he watched his Warriors lose 
by 15 before dropping Games 6 and 7 in the 
greatest collapse in Finals history. In early 
July, he was arrested in East Lansing, Mich- 
igan, on an assault charge resulting from a 
scuffle in a college bar. Later that month, 
Green accidentally sent out a photo of his 
penis to the world. 

By universal decree, the 2016-17 Warriors 
are ajuggernaut. And if this juggernaut has 
a foundation, Green is it. Steph Curry is the 
reigning MVP; new acquisition Kevin Du- 
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rant is one of the NBAs greatest scorers. But 
multiple Warriors staffers share the opinion 
that Green is their most important player. 
Nobody replicates his set of contributions. 
As one team official puts it: “The guys might 
be frustrated by his antics, but they had an 
opportunity to prove themselves without 
him in Game 5 and they played like a bunch 
of [cowards ].” 

Herein lies the paradox of the perfectly 
constructed squad: It’s built on ground that 
roils with lava—and on the back of a man 
who has become increasingly unpredictable, 
emboldened and unaccountable. 

Draymond Green had avery bad summer. 
But that weekslong meltdown was a year in 
the making. And to understand the tensions 
that could undermine this season’s pre- 


sumptive champion, you must first under- 
stand the untold story of what undid the 
Warriors a season ago. 


IT’S JUNE 19, 2015, three days after the War- 
riors have claimed their first title in 40 years, 
and Oakland’s victory parade has become 
quite the joyful Draymond Green showcase. 
More than a million fans lining the parade 
route have been treated to Green on the mic, 
slurring in E-40-style syntax: “Cavaliers. 
Nope. We won? Yup. They suck? Yup.’ And 
as that parade reaches the rally beside Oak- 
land’s Lake Merritt park, they are also treat- 
ed to aglimpse of the often tense relationship 
between Green and his coach, Steve Kerr. 
When it’s his turn to address the crowd, 
Green, victory cap slightly askew, shambles 
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across the podium, snatches the mic and 
declares that he’s excited to be speaking. 
Golden State PR maestro Raymond Ridder, 
Green explains, “tried not to let me talk to- 
day. He know I’m gonna get controversial.” 

And then he proceeds to validate most all 
of Ridder’s fears: “With these guys, every- 
thing’s fun. The only time it’s not fun is prac- 
tice ... film ... games ... bus rides. I’m the only 
person that gets talked about what shots I 
take and all those things by Steve Kerr. Like, 
every time I take a shot, he complains. So 
that’s why, if you see, every time I make a 
shot, I look at him. Dude complain every 
time I take a shot.” 

From his seat on the stage behind Green, 
Kerr shrugs and loudly counters: “Twenty- 
four percent!” Which just happens to be 


ANDREW D. BERNSTEIN/NBAE/GETTY IMAGES 


Green’s 3-point shooting percentage during 
the final three rounds of the playoffs. 

Green chuckles, bounds over, grabs Kerr 
from his chair and drags him to the podium. 
There are hypothetically a few drops of ten- 
sion to be wrung from this moment. “This 
my guy, Draymond starts, prompting Kerr 
to pat his chest. “From the start of training 
camp, he hated me. That’s no lie. He prob- 
ably still hates me. That's no lie. But we going 
to keep winning these championships—and 
that’s no lie.” 

Kerr, who's been gamely laughing at the 
display, steals the mic. “You know how they 
start to play music at the Oscars when it 
starts to go on a little long and security 
comes and grabs the guy? That may happen 
here in a few minutes. Thanks, though, 


Green played 23 
games in last 
season’s playoffs. 
But it was the one 
game he missed 
that proved his 
worth and exposed 
the Warriors’ 
biggest problem. 


Draymond,’ he finally offers, before fleeing 
for the safety of his seat. 


EVERYTHING IS GOOD in a victory parade. But 
before Green’s arrival in 2012, the Warriors 
were a byword for bad. They had made the 
playoffs only once in the prior 18 seasons. In 
2011-12, the lockout-shortened season, 
they'd won a dismal 23 games, losing 17 of 
their final 20 to land the seventh pick in the 
draft. With it, they were hoping to find a sav- 
ior. Instead, they took Harrison Barnes. The 
real savior arrived at pick 35. 

Green, who declined to comment for this 
story, was underestimated coming into col- 
lege at Michigan State and then into the 
NBA—famously so. The reasons are myri- 
ad, but perhaps the main one is this: His 
approach represents a hybrid, if not a revo- 
lution. It’s an aggressive, American brash- 
ness mixed with an egalitarian, European 
insistence on moving the ball. Intuition tells 
us the greats score in bunches, creating 
their own shot at will. Green does every- 
thing save for creating his own shot. It’s no 
coincidence he holds the record for plus- 
minus in a season. To hear Green yell, mid- 
drive to the basket, “Hey! Steph!” while 
directing his superstar toward an open 
space in the corner is to watch a player who 
not only sees the open man but who speaks 
his teammates into openness. “He sees the 
game,” says Warriors assistant and defen- 
sive guru Ron Adams. 

There is another ineffable quality to the 
man: He just wants it more. It’s an energy 
that overwhelms, fueled by what Kerr calls 
“that competitive fire, that rage.” Or, as for- 
mer teammate Leandro Barbosa once de- 
fined Green’s optimal basketball mode: 
“the guy that always gets mad, the guy ev- 
erybody hates.” Indeed, his playing style is 
a constant assault. Every movement is ef- 
ficient and vicious. He will come to your 
arena and play the villain, curse out your 
team, preen after every 3-pointer, light into 
the refs and possibly kick a foe where the 
sun doesn’t shine. 

Kerr once quipped of his team’s appeal, 
“We have a very likable group of guys—other 
than Draymond.” The comment was said 
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tive: Blow out the opponent, keep starters 
fresh with rest, keep bench guys happy with 
plenty of garbage-time run. 

Up 25 with 4:14 left, this night is no differ- 
ent—until Green fouls a driving Archie 
Goodwin. The action halts. Green helps 
Goodwin up from his fall as longtime NBA 
vet Jason Thompson saunters off the bench 
to check in for Green. The game, of course, 
is well beyond over, but Green pleads to stay 
in, shaking his head, holding his hand out in 
a “wait” signal before trudging to the end of 
the bench in a huff. Within a few seconds, an 
animated discussion ensues between him 
and interim coach Luke Walton. Green ap- 
pears none too pleased. The reason: He is 
one rebound away from a triple-double. 

After 25 seconds of game clock have 
elapsed, Green is back in front of the scorer’s 
table, arms akimbo, ready to check in. He 
subs in at the timeout, and 52 seconds later, 
little-used guard Ian Clark misses a layup, 
which Green rebounds and lays in. On the 
very next possession, Green intentionally 
fouls Suns guard Devin Booker and lopes 
back to the bench, his mission complete. 

A Warriors staffer would later say of the 
incident, “Luke would have left him in had 
he known.’ More to the point, as the interim 
coach, Walton already has enough on his 
plate without having to worry about aggra- 
vating his power forward. Indulging Green 
may have seemed the only realistic choice. 

“Luke's my guy,’ Green would frequently 
say of his interim coach, even before Walton 
took the reins. The two were often seen 


“This last year, a couple of 
times he went over the 


That’s the challenge.” 
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party; Walton operated at a languid pace 
that belied his quick wit. 

When Walton took over for the first three 
months of the season, with Kerr sidelined 
due to complications from back surgery, he 
had assumed a light grip on the steering 
wheel. He was, for example, still rebounding 
for Green, just as he’d done as an assistant. 
Though the team had something of a power 
vacuum in Kerr’s absence, Walton thought 
it best ifhe maintained his old duties, carry- 
ing on as though nothing were amiss. 

The early results were historically good. 
The Warriors were dominating the league, 
dominating SportsCenter, Curry’s incandes- 
cent start prompting teams to double-team 
him, allowing Green to make more plays 
than ever. Sixteen games into the season, 
Green had gone from averaging 3.7 assists 
a game the season before to 6.6, and a man 
who had tallied just two triple-doubles in 
his first three seasons was now a nightly 
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iors’ first 
1 drub- 
bing by the Pistons. The team is holding 
practice in a snow-covered Michigan high 
school, at aremove from the camera flashes 
and screaming fans that await at nearly ev- 
ery practice in an arena. Walton begins his 
walk from the court to the assembled report- 
ers in the corner of the gym. On practice 
days, it’s traditional for the coach to kick off 
media interviews. But when Walton is with- 
ina few feet of the cameras, Green interjects, 
with a grin: “Luke! So we lose a game and 
you stop f---ing rebounding for me?!?” 
The statement is said with no evident 
malice, but it halts Walton in his tracks. He 
shoots the media gaggle a glance, then turns, 
runs right over and starts shagging balls for 
his player. 


IN RETROSPECT, IT’S hard to argue with any 
approach that leads to a record-setting reg- 
ular season. Walton’s strategy of Green in- 
dulgence coincided with the most successful 
run a rookie coach had ever seen, a 39-4 
start that did much to net Walton a head- 
coaching gig with the Lakers. 

For Golden State's coaching staff, there 
was also realpolitik to handling Kerr’s ab- 
sence. Concessions had to be made, given 
Green’s force of personality. On Dec. 1, in 
Boston, the Warriors had endured a high- 
intensity double overtime for the final vic- 
tory of their historic 24-game winning 
streak to open the season. It was the first of 
a back-to-back, at the end of a brutal seven- 
game, two-week road trip out East. They 
were banged up, weary from the winning 
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gether, they had decided to rest starters the 
next night in Milwaukee. But that plan was 
dashed after they walked in on the end of an 
impassioned speech by Green to teammates 
about the once-in-a-lifetime chance they 
had to chase the all-time record for wins. 
This team is on the edge of history! Green 
was yelling. These moments only come along 
so often! This was not uncommon. Through- 
out the season, Green, in the guise of motiva- 
tion, would berate his co-workers during 
games and practices; on multiple occasions 
he had to be separated from teammates. 

“Draymond f---ed up practice and s---,” 
then-Warriors center Marreese Speights 
says. “Draymond’s a good guy, but I think at 
the end of the day, it hurt the whole chemis- 
try of the year.” One player in particular, he 
says, took much of the heat: “Draymond and 
Klay got into it a lot.” (Thompson declined 
to comment for this story.) 

A code of conduct exists within the NBA. 
Some yelling is expected, but vets do not ac- 
cept frequent Bobby Knight-style harangu- 
ings from younger players. Or, as Speights 
puts it, “Guys don’t respect you if you yell at 
them in front of all these fans. We're not try- 
ing to lose the game. F---.” 

And so it was that an hour before a win 
over the Lakers on Nov. 24, almost two 
months prior to his return to the sideline, 
Kerr visited with the team to deliver a speech 
on his four core values: joy, mindfulness, 
competition and compassion. According to 
team sources, the emphasis on compassion 
was meant as a message to Green. 


IT’S JAN. 30 in Philadelphia, and Kerr is pa- 
trolling the sideline. One week earlier, Kerr 
had finally returned—far from cured, still 
fighting chronic pain. Partly hastening his 
return, according to team sources: The 
Warriors had grown unruly after three 
months under Walton. Someone needed to 
take back control. 

Green, with 10 points, 10 boards and 6 as- 
sists at the end of the second quarter, has 
another triple-double in his sights. But at 
halftime, with the Warriors up 19, Kerr in- 
forms Green that if he’s angling for a triple- 
double tonight, against the consensus worst 
team in the NBA, it will have to come by the 
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third quarter. No more of this playing-in- 
garbage-time-for-stats nonsense. That edict 
will lead to an unintended consequence. 

On the first play of the second half, Green 
gets the ball with an open lane to the rim but 
stops short in favor of setting a ball screen 
and trying to lead a cutting Klay Thompson 
with a pass. Turnover. Green begins spraying 
passes all over the court on his way to seven 
turnovers. A 19-point fourth-quarter lead 
dissolves to nothing. On the game’s second- 
to-last play, with the score tied, the Warriors 
avert disaster only when Green finds Barnes 
in the corner for a 3 with 0.2 of a second re- 
maining. It’s Green’s ninth assist. 

Green will confess after the game to his 
role in what went wrong: “We started turn- 
ing the ball over due to my selfish unselfish- 
ness, and it was all downhill from there.” 
When asked later about Green’s comments, 
Kerr will commend his honesty. But though 
the Warriors continue to win—20 victories 
in their first 22 games following Kerr’s re- 
turn—something has changed. Green goes 
into ashooting slump, or perhaps a shooting 
shrink. Under Walton, he had attempted 3.6 
3s per game, making 41.4 percent of them. 
After Kerr’s return, he’s averaged 0.6 3-point 
attempts and made 28.6 percent. 

Kerr is back. Green is diminished. And the 
correlation cannot be ignored. 


IT’S FEB. 27 in Oklahoma City, during half- 
time of a nationally televised game, and 
Green is losing his holy mind. Inside the 
visitors locker room, he’s hollering “Tam not 
a robot!” at Kerr. When Kerr tells him to sit 
down, Green screams, “Motherf---er, come sit 
me down!” When he goes after Kerr, his 
teammates, including Curry and Thompson, 
step in to stave off disaster. 

Minutes later, in her report following 
halftime, ESPN sideline reporter Lisa 
Salters will recite a portion of Green’s ex- 
plosion: “I am not a robot! I know I can 
play! You have me messed up right now! If 
you don’t want me to shoot, I won't shoot 
the rest of the game!” 

“I'm standing outside the locker room with 
the Oklahoma City police, which are always 
stationed outside of every locker room, Salt- 
ers will later recall. “They kind of moved me 


Draymond Green put up 14 ppg, 

9.5 rpg and 7.4 apg in 2015-16. 

Only Larry Bird, Wilt Chamberlain, 
Magic Johnson and Oscar Robertson 
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Among players who averaged 30-plus minutes per game the past two seasons 
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aside, and the officer just kind of stood by the 
door, with his hand on his weapon like he was 
trying to determine what he should do. It was 
clear that something bad was about to hap- 
pen in this locker room. We've never heard 
anything like this before.” 

Salters, with all of 50 seconds available for 
her report, had, in truth, conveyed only a 
fraction of the situation—one so unnerving 
that at least one arena security official moved 
outside the locker room door in a SWAT- 
team pose. Throughout the night, Salters 
would be assailed by fans on Twitter, arguing 
that she should not have reported what had 
happened in the locker room. But this was 
not a private moment unscrupulously di- 
vulged to the public; it was a private moment 
so forceful it breached the walls of its sanc- 
tum. “This was something extraordinary that 
was happening,’ Salters says. 

Publicly, the Warriors downplay the inci- 
dent. At the next practice, Kerr says, “It’s the 
NBA. Every team I’ve ever been on has had 
stuff like this. Every team. Championship 
teams or not, it happens. It’s 15 alpha males 
in a room trying to compete, money on the 
line and prestige and trophies and competi- 
tion. This is being so overblown.” 

Privately, according to sources close to the 
team, Green's teammates respond by voting 
to fine him. (When asked a week later about 
the fine, a livid Green would insist, “I asked 
to be fined. You can report that!”) Green also 
does not take kindly to the coverage of his 
outburst, which leads to the Warriors bro- 
kering a sit-down between him and Salters. 
Salters recalls telling him, “What kind of 
bothered me about it was hearing the pain 
that was in your voice—you weren't just mad, 
you were in pain, emotional pain.” 

Kerr maintains that what happened, while 
unusual, was not unique. “Ifit didn’t happen, 
it would be kind of weird,” he says. “It would 
be like nobody is revealing anything to each 
other. You have to let stuff out as ateam. Rage 
means that’s happening.” 

Then Kerr pauses and, as ifacknowledging 
something that can’t be swept aside, offers: 
“You have to find the edge, you find the bal- 
ance. About two years ago, [Draymond ] was 
good. This last year, a couple of times he went 
over the brink. That's the challenge.” 


10.31.2016 ESPN 55 


INSOFAR AS THERE can be unanimity regard- 
ing the unknown, the Warriors believe this: 
The 2016 title would have been theirs if not 
for Green’s Game 5 suspension, the penalty he 
earned in the waning moments of Game 4 by 
swiping at LeBron’s genitals after James guid- 
ed his undercarriage over the back of Green's 
skull. Few things capture the beautiful absur- 
dity of sports quite like this moment deciding 
achampionship, a moment Speights frames 
as, “If somebody put they balls on your head, 
what are you supposed to do?” 

In response, the Warriors had united 
around Green, with the two most powerful 
team executives rising in defense of their guy. 
Owner Joe Lacob, who due to his brashness 
is often internally referred to as the Dray- 
mond ofhis operation, sported a Green jersey 
at Game 5. Meanwhile, Warriors GM Bob 
Myers watched the proceedings alongside 
Green in a suite at the O.co Coliseum. After 
that Game 5 loss, and the collapse in Games 
6 and 7, when Green had apologized to his 
teammates in his final news conference, Kerr 
had insisted that Green had nothing to apol- 
ogize for: “Without you, were not even here.” 

But herein lies the problem the Warriors 
have to solve. By so often defending Green 
publicly, the franchise might also be sending 
him the message that he doesn’t need to con- 
front the central tension of his career: that 
what makes him great on the court—the pas- 
sion and drive, the recklessness and ego— 
threatens to undermine him offit. 

Consider how he responded at Team USA 
minicamp when he was asked about the 
East Lansing incident, in which Green re- 
portedly slapped a man who'd been heckling 
him in a bar, and in which Green wasn’t al- 
lowed to leave jail, according to the police 
report, “until completely sober.” Did he need 
to adjust his behavior? With a grin, Green 
replied, “Being me has gotten me this far.” 
Two weeks later, he shared his genitals with 
the world. 

There is, in truth, a note of resignation in 
how team officials discuss Green these days. 
More than one expressed that what trans- 
pired in East Lansing is indivisible from what 
makes Green such a maddeningly effective 
on-court opponent. More than one expressed 


that this would be a permanent issue. 

Myers, for his part, says he’s the wrong per- 
son to ask. “I have some blind spots for Dray- 
mond,” he says. “I know that’s probably not 
the right answer. Yeah, he could do some 
things differently. He’d be the first to ac- 
knowledge that. He had a lot come to him, 
maybe unexpectedly, as far as fame and 
things like that. But if caring too much is your 
problem? Or living too much? Well, you can 
fix those things, I hope. Trying to get someone 
to care or have emotion? That’s harder to do.” 

Two years ago, Green escaped the realm of 
role player by dint of talent but also pride. 
Pride is what fueled a rise far beyond modest 
expectations. The issue is what pride be- 
comes once massively validated. To hear 
many around the Warriors tell it, it’s turned 
into an ego on overdrive and metastasized 
into something that imperils the team’s sta- 
bility well beyond the 2016 Finals. 

All of which leaves Kerr in a suboptimal 
situation. As much as he might want Green 
to stop making the wrong kind of news, he’s 
wary of sabotaging Green's id, the part of him 
he most needs as the coach ofa team that won 
73 games last season. “The dangerous thing 
is,” Kerr says, “if you try to temper him too 
much, are you taking away his edge?” And 
should Kerr attempt to counter Green’s ex- 
cesses, there’s seemingly little organizational 
support. “He’s on an island,’ one Warriors 
official says of Kerr. 

Indeed, ask most team officials about how 
Green approaches life off the court and they 
routinely answer with a go-to phrase that’s 
one part scouting report, one part absolu- 
tion: “He gets after it.” Despite the arrest (for 
which he ultimately reached a plea deal), 
despite the penis pic, despite Green’s Snap- 
chat of a 118 mph drive toward Oakland’s 
heavily trafficked Caldecott Tunnel, how 
much, they note, can teams credibly focus 
on off-hours behavior in a league that has 
routinely seen players who “get after it” 
bring more energy than their opponents? 

There is, to be sure, a “boys will be boys” 
ethos in the NBA that condones a high level 
of hedonism, as long as the player produces. 
Still, the chorus of murmurs around Green 
is growing—not because his production is 
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suffering but because his discretion is. As one 
Warriors official says, “There's an a--hole in 
every bar. The question is, why are you wind- 
ing up in that situation?” And as one NBA 
team executive says of Green’s behavior, and 
its potential to subvert a potential dynasty, 
“He's what will ultimately prevent them from 
having long-term success.” 


THREE YEARS AGO, the Warriors had a mys- 
tery on their hands. Team trainers were 
noticing that the stationary bikes in their 
practice facility had become rather unsta- 
tionary. More to the point, they were disap- 
pearing. Eventually, the mystery was solved. 
Green was dragging the stationary cycles to 
the sauna and leaving them there to soak. 

It turned out that Green, who’s struggled 
with his weight since his days at Michigan 
State, had developed a theory: By riding the 
bikes in the sauna, he could more efficiently 
shed pounds. In the short term, biking in a 
sauna will do that, but much of what is lost 
is water weight and is soon gained back. 
Golden State trainers were aware that 
Green's regimen was, at best, scientifically 
dubious. Also, the bikes were getting ruined. 
Says a former Golden State trainer: “He 
would come in and say, ‘The screen’s not 
working on the bike’ And I'd be like, ‘Yeah, I 
wonder why.” 

Still, the team chose to ultimately allow 
it. It did involve cardio. And Green was 
loath to give it up. At the end of the day, suc- 
cess trusts its routine, no matter how ab- 
surd, grueling or dangerous to electronic 
equipment it might be. 

And soit goes with the Warriors and their 
enigmatic star. The team indulges his more 
questionable behavior—the late-night mis- 
chief, the berating of teammates, the feud- 
ing with coaches, the waterboarding of 
bikes—because in doing so it has enabled 
him to become perhaps the best two-way 
player in the league. On the other hand, it 
might also have cost them a championship. 

The Warriors have a problem to solve. 
The success of Draymond Green is inextri- 
cably wrapped up in the enigma of Dray- 
mond Green. There is, after all, more than 
one way to enable a man. G 
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ABRIGK 10 THE MOUTH 


In 2007, while trapping on a press, Davidson 
sophomore Stephen Curry took an elbow in the 
kisser from The Citadel’s Jon Brick. A decade 


later, Brick, a product designer in San Francisco, 


recalls the play that launched the biggest story 
in NBA oral history since MJ’s tongue ... 


“We were taught to rip through 
the trap with the elbow and 
Shoulder. When Curry came up, 
| did the move and caught him 
right in the mouth. | never 
thought about the play 
becoming a key role in anything; 


that’s just basketball.” son BRICK 
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Lots of athletes wear mouthguards, but Curry 
is the master of mastication. Sure, chewing 
them is disgusting, but it’s crucial to his game. 


Steph uses about 


12 MOUTHGUARDS 


per season, swapping out every 6 to 10 games. 


70,000,000 


Sport Science’s estimated number of bacterial 
microbes on Curry’s mouthguard, seven times 
more per square inch than on a kitchen sponge. 


THAT THROW 


Game 6, 2016 NBA Finals: the mouthguard’s 
shining moment. Fouling out with four minutes 
left, Steph sent his mouthguard flying, 
inadvertently hitting the courtside son of a 
Cavs owner. We asked Sport Science to analyze 
Steph’s final heave of the game. Let’s just say: 
We’re not sure how much saliva flew through 
the air, but that’s about all we don’t know. 


? | r 

In 2.6 seconds, 
the time between 
the ref’s whistle 
and Curry’s 
windup, he could 
catch and release 
six 3-pointers. 


At peak angular 
velocity, Steph’s 
arm rotated at 
1,650 degrees per 


The number of 

stitches Steph got Curry’s Curry’s Curry 
at halftime. free throw free throw chewed his 

percentage percentage piece for 
: when ) over the 85% of his 

il 8 chewingon | sametime 15-16 
| actually stil have mouthguard when he free throw 
inthepast | keeps tries—up 
4 two regular mouthguard 21% from 

the Stal. | Hol fitted for seasons. { in place. “14-15. 


a mouthpiece that 
next day, and I've been 
wearing one ever since,” 


CURRY TO THE PRESS-DEMOCRAT 


“TPS like chewing gum or turning 
Up the volume on a favorite song. 
It offers a rhythm unique to him.” 


JEFFREY L. BROWN, HARVARD PSYCHOLOGIST 
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second during the 
throw—46 percent 
faster than LeBron 
James’ arm 
during a typical 
tomahawk jam. 


Steph threw his 
mouthguard at 
49.4 mph—three 
times faster than 
the average dart 
thrown by a pro. 


The lateral margin of error, in 

degrees, for Steph to hit that 

fan. Release half an inch to the 
| | 


left and he’d have hit Kyrie Irving. 


Curry * Irving 
¢Fan 


*Free throw stats from The Wall Street Journal 
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An appreciation of 
the grossest piece 

of plastic in sports. 
Yeah, we went there. 


BY ELAINE TENG 


CULT CLASSIC 


Steph’s mouthguard has taken on a life of its 
own off the court, taking over social media 
and making the rounds on late-night TV. 


@eeee#eess @30s_mouth- 

. : > ns . . guard: “Fam, I’m 
ee0ee0eee a mouthguard.... 
@eeeeee#?e How do! tweet 

35 Twitter accounts, without fingers! 
at least, dedicated to Lol” 


Curry’s mouthguard. 


Amount a used Curry mouthguard sold for 

at auction on Aug. 21. A fan allegedly found 
the piece, engraved with Curry’s name and 
number, near the Warriors bench after a game. 


920,000 


Estimated value of Curry’s Game 6 mouthguard 
by SCP Auctions, the same California-based 
auction house that sold the other mouthguard. 


“It'S. a very unsanitary process. 
I'm surprised my wife kisses me 
after games the way that goes.” 


STEPH CURRY ON JIMMY KIMMEL LIVE 
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When Tyler 
Johnson signed 
a $50 million 
deal, the world 
lost its mind. 
Here’s the crazy 
thing: He might 
be worth it. 


BY PABLO S. TORRE 
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ON JULY 2, not 48 hours into the financial 
chaos of free agency, the newest face of bas- 
ketball opulence stood over a hotel toilet 
and barfed. 

Tyler Johnson had been told for weeks 
that this would be the most lucrative offsea- 
son for a semi-anonymous backup combo 
guard in NBA history. His agents said so. 
His superstar teammate on the Heat, Chris 
Bosh, said so. But now, on Day 2 of free 
agency, the numbers Johnson had heard—8 
million per year ... no, 9 million ... no, wait, 
10 million—somehow looked conservative. 

Serious multiperson delegations from the 
Rockets, Kings and Nets had all come to 
downtown Chicago, where Johnson's agents 
are based, to meet the 24-year-old. The fact 
that he’d averaged only 7.4 points for Miami 
over 68 career games—less than one full sea- 
son—deterred none of the general managers 
or coaches paying homage. “I kept feeling like 
someone was going to be like, ‘Psych! Just 


kidding! None of this is real!’” Johnson says. 
To pry him away from Miami, which had 
the right to match any contract, the Nets 
phoned Johnson’s agents with a ballooning, 
back-loaded offer—one that caused him to 
lie, facedown, on the carpet of their office. 
And then flee, minutes later, for the safe- 
ty of his hotel room across the street. And 
then call his mother, Jennifer, back home 
in Mountain View, California, to crypti- 
cally exhale, “We did it.” And then vomit— 
not once but twice—as the sheer thought of 
a four-year, $50 million contract caused 
Tyler’s body to revolt against his brain. 
“S---,” Bosh said after hearing the news. 
“Fifty?” 
“We hadn’t even come to a decision yet,” 
Johnson recalls of the ongoing bidding war, 
“but I didn’t know how to react.” 


ON THE OFF chance that you'd heard of Tyler 
Johnson before encountering this story, it 


GROOMING BY STEPHANIE GILES; PROP STYLING BY TOM CRISWELL/MARY HOWARD STUDIO; WARDROBE STYLING BY LINA PALACIOS 


was likely thanks to the following senti- 
ment: These guys are ridiculously overpaid. 

Which is understandable. As any self- 
respecting NBA nerd can tell you, the salary 
cap abruptly surged from $70 million last 
season to $94 million this season, the 
scheduled result of a nine-year, $24 billion 
broadcast rights deal the league signed with 
Turner and ESPN in 2014. And so it was, in 
July, that front offices earmarked roughly 
$3 billion guaranteed for players over the 
first 96 hours of free agency alone. 

“Call me a hater,’ Steelers running back 
DeAngelo Williams said on Twitter, echo- 
ing his NFL colleagues, “but these NBA 
deals are insane.” Now making it rain? The 
obscure, questionable likes of Timofey 
Mozgov (four years, $64 million from the 
Lakers), Evan Turner (four years, $70 mil- 
lion from the Trail Blazers), Solomon Hill 
(four years, $48 million from the Pelicans), 
Kent Bazemore (four years, $70 million 
from the Hawks) and on and on. Michael 
Jordan, it was pointed out, made a com- 
paratively modest $94 million in salary 
over his 15-year career. An organism like 
Tyler Johnson making more than half of 
Jordan’s earnings in a single contract 
seemed epically undeserved. 

HoopsHype.com declared Johnson one 
of the three worst signings of free agency 
2016. USA Today wrote, “I know he’s shown 
flashes, but that seems like way too much 
money to invest in his potential.” Johnson, 
who shoots a respectable 38 percent from 3, 
could not help but sarcastically hit “like” on 
this tweet: “You want 10mil just to miss 
wide open shots and lose teeth every time 
someone runs into you. Be gone white boy.” 
Four days after that, he encountered a poll 
tweeted by a Miami fan account that asked, 
“Should the Heat match the Nets’ offer for 
Tyler Johnson?” 

Of the 995 respondents, 73 percent 
said no. 

“People were like, ‘Who is this guy? I have 
to look his name up on Google,” Johnson 
says now. “They don’t look at me and see 
$50 million, necessarily.” 

It’s early August, and the 6-foot-4, 
185-pound Johnson is wearing slides, 


shorts and a T-shirt in the lobby bar of the 
Fontainebleau Miami Beach. Unlike the 
conspicuously built Mozgov, or Turner, or 
Bazemore, or Hill, the pale, high-flying 
Johnson isn’t obviously an NBA player. Not 
even to NBA players. After he swatted an 
Andre Miller finger roll during the 2014-15 
season, Miller confessed, in genuine bewil- 
derment, “I definitely didn’t think you had 
that.” And Johnson notes that when he 
grows out his closely cropped brown hair, 
his identity is even more masked—as evi- 
denced, in part, by the increase in strangers 
who call him white boy. (Tyler’s father, Mil- 
ton, is black.) 

As for that tooth insult: Johnson is miss- 
ing one of his lower incisors, the victim of a 
summer league collision last year. “I’m just 
letting it rock right now,’ he explains with a 
wide, gap-toothed grin. “I got my girl. I’m 
engaged. I’m in no rush.” 

Except when he is. Everybody who knows 
Johnson notes that he vibrates with a cer- 
tain restlessness. “I’m sure he lost weight 
during the process of this thing,” his mother 
says. “He wasn’t able to eat well, not even 
when we were waiting the few days to see if 
the Heat were gonna keep him.” 

By that point, Tyler’s teammates had al- 
ready waved farewell on Twitter. Johnson 
had already started bookmarking Brook- 
lyn real estate on Zillow.com. Ashley, his 
fiancée, had even gone online and shipped 
a box of Nets-branded shirts and pants 
for their 2-year-old son, Dameon, to their 
Miami condo. 

Yet on July 10, the Heat vowed to back up 
the truck for a player they’d cut in the 2014 
preseason and sent to the D-League’s Sioux 
Falls Skyforce. Billionaire owner Micky Ari- 
son, who'd just let 34-year-old Dwyane 
Wade sign with Chicago, wanted to save 
Johnson. And while the Fresno State grad 
now cost a reasonable $5.6 million in Year 1 
and $5.9 million in Year 2, those devious 
Nets had driven his price up to $18.9 million 
in Year 3 and $19.6 million in Year 4. 

All of which is to say that Johnson and his 
obscure, questionable NBA cohorts— 
Mozgov, Turner, Bazemore, Hill et al.—are 
absolutely overpaid, yes. 


CAP-SIZED SPREE 


NBA free agent spending has ballooned 
over the past few years as broadcast rights 
fees flooded the league’s marketplace, 
which raised the floor for team salaries. 


2016-17 SALARY FLOOR 


FREE AGENT SPENDING 


2012 $1.02B 


2013 
2014 
2015 
2016 


“I kept feeling 
like someone 
was going 
to be like, 
‘Psych! Just 


ral 


None of this 


$981M 
$1.17B 


But there’s a lot more to why the NBA 
overpaid free agents in the summer. And 
there’s more to Johnson’s story than the fact 
that he fell into a crazy sum of money. 


WHENEVER HER FIVE children were moved 
to tears, Master Sgt. Jennifer Johnson re- 
peated a slogan: Get a straw and suck it up. 
“Meaning: Don’t be a crybaby,” the single 
mom and 31-year Air Force veteran recalls 
now. “Figure out what you gotta do.” 

“She'd say it for everything,” Tyler says. 
“It’s the most annoying saying ever.” 

Whenever Jennifer, an airfield manager, 
suddenly had to deploy to Bosnia or Turkey 
or Djibouti or Qatar, often for months at a 
time? Tyler got a straw. (Each of the Johnson 
kids crashed with the family of a classmate.) 
Whenever money ran low, forcing everyone 
in the family to pinch pennies? Tyler got a 
straw. (One month, just before he entered 
third grade, the Johnsons even moved into a 
tent on acampground.) Whenever financial 
aid at Mountain View powerhouse St. Fran- 
cis High required work during the semester? 
Tyler got a straw. (Sometimes literally: He 
served lunch to his classmates.) 

Because of his mom’s profession, John- 
son had attended five different schools by 
the sixth grade. Milton, the man whose 
athleticism Tyler says he inherited, had left 
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STRENGTH IN 
NUMBERS 


Tyler Johnson isn’t the 
only player at his level of 
production (8.7 ppg, 3 rpg 
and 2.2 apg last season) 
earning big money. 


by the time his son got to high school. But 
Tyler’s mission—as declared in drawings, 
poems and unrelated homework assign- 
ments—never changed. “He'd always tell 
me, ‘I’m going to the NBA,” Jennifer says. 
“And I’m going to take you with me.” 

It’s impossible to miss how her straw slo- 
gan shaped Tyler's game. In seventh grade, 
he played with a right arm he didn’t know 
was fractured. As a 5-8, 140-pound sopho- 
more at St. Francis, he failed to make var- 
sity, but he didn’t relent. As a senior, when 
he received zero interest from major college 
programs, he played in a tournament on a 
torn meniscus. To this day, Johnson's coach- 
es from Fresno State rave about the time he 
shattered two (other) teeth diving for a loose 
ballin a drill ... then picked up the scattered 
shards of enamel ... and kept practicing. 

Such restlessness translated into a 
souped-up version of what scouts euphe- 
mistically call motor. “Sometimes Tyler will 
bristle when I tell him, ‘Hey, you've got grit,” 
Heat coach Erik Spoelstra says. “He may 
take that as, ‘You don’t have talent. But his 
toughness is absolutely talent.” 

Last summer, for instance, he had two 
metal plates inserted into his jaw after he 
sprinted into Magic forward Branden Daw- 
son during summer league. (“Good screen,” 
Johnson recalls.) And this past February, at 
long last, the left-hander underwent sur- 
gery to address a soreness in his left shoul- 
der that he’d first ignored as a college senior. 
Not until Johnson’s rotator cuff gave out 
against Brooklyn in January—he airballed 


sneaking in to do drills on the court. The 
punishment: $500 for an “unsupervised 
workout without clearance from a team 
physician’—an infraction, Spoelstra admits, 
that he had to invent on the spot. 

“Slow the f--- down,” Bosh recently told 
Johnson. “Chill out. You only have one 
speed. You go from fast to fast.” 


IN THE NBA, the question of who deserves 
what actually has an answer. An arcane 
153,133-word answer. The league's collec- 
tive bargaining agreement, last renegoti- 
ated in 2011, exists as part Magna Carta, 
establishing peace between owners and 
players, and part tax code, detailing the 
rules of finance. Its 551 pages constitute the 
most important document in basketball. 
And as the hysterics around free agency 
2016 proved, an overwhelming majority of 
us couldn’t care less. 

If we did? It would be clear that, by rule, 
half of the record $24 billion in rights fees 
flooding the NBA marketplace has to be 
spent on players. It would be clear that every 
billionaire owner is required to pay his ros- 
ter at least 90 percent of the salary cap every 
season, creating a salary floor that spiked 
from $63 million last year to $85 million 
this year. And it would be clear that righ- 
teous condemnation of Johnson and his 
cohorts might not make a ton of sense. 

The timing of Johnson’s expiring contract 
was essential to his windfall, admittedly. 
But in a market, timing is always every- 
thing. “Just look at the available shooting 


a floater—did he finally let up. peer a guards this summer,” says Austin Brown, 
By March, weeks into recovery, Spoelstra PER-YEAR one of Johnson’s agents. The top options 


had to summon Johnson into his quarters AVERAGE under age 34—DeMar DeRozan, Bradley 


at AmericanAirlines Arena. When healthy, 
the guard had always insisted on doing an 
extra regimen of pre-practice workouts and 
post-practice drills. Spoelstra just wanted 
to ensure that Johnson, in rehab, was fol- 
lowing doctor’s orders and not rushing back 
for the playoffs that spring. “No, no, no, 
don’t worry about me,” Johnson assured. 
“So who’s this?” Spoelstra replied, before 
hitting play on an office monitor. Arena se- 
curity footage, taken shortly before mid- 
night, unmistakably showed Johnson 
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Tyler Johnson (13.9) 
Four years, $50 million 


*Points + assists + rebounds, per Stats LLC 


Beal, Jordan Clarkson, Nicolas Batum and 
Evan Fournier—all immediately re-upped 
with their original teams on July 1. From 
there, it was no accident that Brook Lopez, 
the Nets’ star center, flew out with team of- 
ficials to woo Johnson. Or that Rockets 
coach Mike D’Antoni wined and dined him. 
Heck, Vlade Divac and Peja Stojakovic, two 
Kings stars-turned-executives, both showed 
up and topped Brooklyn’s offer. Even then, 
famously cutthroat Heat president Pat Riley 
matched every single penny. 
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No one was fooled into giving away 
$50 million. Exactly the opposite: A rational 
market deemed Johnson worth exactly that. 

But when it comes to player paychecks, 
many fans see these startling fortunes from 
the perspective of management: as costs to 
keep down. This is partly because of Amer- 
ica’s surging fetish for front office executives; 
thanks to some combination of fantasy 
sports and Moneyball, we are no longer a 
nation of aspiring athletes but vicarious bar- 
gain hunters. 

But mostly, we empathize with owner- 
ship because it’s sports. Fans have always 
been conditioned to root for teams—prox- 
ies for our hometowns and our child- 
hoods—over the individuals who actually 
star in the games we cherish. A billionaire 
owner gets to embody the organization, 
gladly taking tax breaks and public money. 
A millionaire player, meanwhile, is more 
dangerous than any other type of enter- 
tainer. “An actor’s not leaving your home- 
town to go somewhere else,” Johnson says. 
An athlete threatens to betray you and 
those you love. 


FOR ALL THIS talk of capitalism and market 
value, however, even Tyler Johnson must 
concede that Tyler Johnson is overpaid. 
That’s because the NBA's brand of capital- 
ism, as detailed in the CBA, requires an 
asterisk. It is not quite capitalism. And the 
NBA’ss free market, as rational as it might 
be, is not quite free. 

Understand: The salary cap has regulated 
payroll—and, in ownership’s view, enriched 
competitive balance—since 1994. But just 
as critical, in tandem, are the cap’s two cous- 
ins: the rookie wage scale, which has limited 
the earnings of the league’s youngest players 
since 1995, and the maximum contract, 
which has done the same for the league’s 
superstars since 1999. 

Within those 551 pages of rules, it is de- 
creed that no player can earn more than 35 
percent of the salary cap—and that he needs 
10 years of experience to qualify for that 
maximum share. Six or fewer years limits a 
player to 25 percent of the cap, max; seven 
to nine years, 30 percent. “I don’t know of 


any space other than the world of sports 
where there’s this notion that we will artifi- 
cially deflate what someone’s able to make, 
just because,” Michele Roberts, the execu- 
tive director of the NBA players’ association, 
told ESPN in 2014, months after she was 
hired. “It’s incredibly un-American. My 
DNA is offended by it.” 

But Johnson—like most of the NBA’s 
440-some-odd players—is not offended. At 
all. He is refreshingly upfront about the re- 
ality that he benefits from the economic 
squeezing of rookies and stars. “I have no 
complaints,” Johnson says. “It worked out 
in my favor.” Players such as Johnson are 
overpaid because they, like owners, wish to 
profit from the rules too. 

It’s basic math. Without the max con- 
tract, league sources say, LeBron James 
would warrant significantly more than his 
$31 million annual salary, drying up the well 
for the lesser players on the roster. Instead, 
in the world of capped spending, James 
prompts us to consider an unsympathetic 
riddle: How can the NBA’s highest-paid 
player still qualify as crazily underpaid? 

No, not every superstar has agita over the 
boost given to the rank and file, and no one 
pretends to worry about a max player mak- 
ing ends meet. “I don’t like to say, ‘If this was 
an open market, I would’ve been making 
more, ” says Bosh, who signed a four-year, 
$114 million max contract in 2014. “I’m 
happy for those guys.” 

But with the CBA up for renegotiation in 
December, a curious political dynamic has 
achance to shift. Roberts, for one, has basi- 
cally condemned the max contract as unpa- 
triotic. And the union, after being led by 
three consecutive role players (Michael 
Curry, Antonio Davis and Derek Fisher), is 
now under the direction of two max super- 
stars—placing them right across the table 
from commissioner Adam Silver. 

Meet union president Chris Paul and his 
first vice president, LeBron James. Al- 
though they’ve remained publicly silent on 
this issue, both of them know what they 
could be worth. And for reasons of principle 
and self-interest, both of them could push 
for the abolition of the max contract. 


IT’S LATE AUGUST now, and Johnson is sitting 
with Ashley and Dameon in their rented 
two-bedroom on the 29th floor of a condo 
tower in Miami. In front ofa modestly sized 
RCA flat-screen in the living room sits an 
infant's play mat. Packed plastic bins—one 
hiding the Nets gear Ashley ordered—line 
the blue-gray walls. At around 1,000 square 
feet, it’s delightful for two young parents. 

Itis also one-twelfth the size of the rough- 
ly $5 million Mediterranean-style mansion 
Tyler just bought in Pinecrest, where they'll 
be moving in a few weeks. “I can’t wait to get 
there,” he says, scrolling through the Zillow 
listing on his iPhone. “It’s got, like, crown 
moldings on all the ceilings. Which I guess 
is a big thing.” 

His biggest offseason concern remains 
rehab: slowing down, under medical advise- 
ment, in an attempt to fully heal his left 
shoulder. It first got sore at Fresno, he says, 
“because I was shooting an unnecessary 
amount.” He'd walk into the gym and fire 
until, in his words, his technique “felt right.” 
The routine was so familiar that a pregnant 
Ashley would come to the gym with her lap- 
top and write papers on the sideline. 

But now, Tyler knows, his obsession “was 
part of the problem.” There are some issues 
that cannot be solved by getting a straw. 
“These days,” he says, “I pay a little more at- 
tention to how I’m actually feeling.” 

It is not a courtesy he wishes to extend to 
his critics. Johnson wisely presumes that 
behind closed doors, there is envy around 
the league. But he has also resolved that he 
will not bend over backward to explain to 
anybody, anywhere, why Miami gave him a 
raise of more than 2,000 percent. “I won't 
bother explaining the salary cap, that the 
game is different now than it was before,” 
Johnson says. “It’s hard to break all that 
stuff down.” 

Besides: He didn’t get into this busi- 
ness—sacrificing shoulders, teeth, arms, 
legs and jaws—for crown moldings. That is 
not why he remains so restless. 

“My goal in the NBA wasn’t to make a 
bunch of money,’ Johnson says. “When it’s 
all said and done? I just want people to say, 
‘Man, that kid could play” G@ 
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part-time Chipotle 
; enthusiast CFC 
Aspiring Master 
sommilier 


TWITTER 


MATCH GAME! They say the truth 
Shall come to the 

4 light...s0 everybody 

grab ya shades cuz ya 
boy that bright. 


CHRIS BOSH 


NBA players are good at many things: being 
tall; being really, reallytall; and dealing with 
recalcitrant billionaires. Perhaps their most i 
underappreciated talent? Writing irreverent 6 Tough times don't last, 
Twitter bios! How to sum up one’s life in a scant fougn ppl do. 

few words? Let the poets of the NBA show you 

the way. Just match your favorite player to 

his Twitter bio* and check the answers below. 

#yourewelcomeamerica 
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Professional 
Tall Baller from Sea 
the 6! and regional 
Scrabble champion. 


Born Lh .. Grew Trill... 


And (m Still... #LAST WHY NOT ? 


| sold 2 Chainz his 
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#BuzzCity k. 


1/4 Twist Boyz | love 
The coolest dude Judge Judy, Netflix, 
alive! and Gluten-free 
Cookies! 
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AND | CHILL 


The Screech Powers 
of the NBA... 
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The average human reaction One night of lost sleep is The NBA's 2016-17 schedule 


time of 250 milliseconds i 10 times more detrimental i includes 244 games played 
slows to 800 or 900 after {to 18- to 25-year-olds } onthe second day of a 

an all-nighter, the same ; than to those over 60, who back-to-back—nearly 20 
as if legally drunk. } don’t need as much sleep. percent of all contests. 


Sources: Dr. Charles Czeisler; The Boston Globe 


NBA PREVIEW 
2016-17 


T’S JAN. 28, 2011. 
Doc Rivers’ power- 
house Celtics, featur- 
ing a Big Three of 
Kevin Garnett, Paul 
Pierce and Ray Allen, are seven months re- 
moved from their second Finals in three 
years. They're 35-10 on the season, winners 
of seven of their past eight, and visiting the 
20-24 Suns. Prediction: blowout. 

From the start, though, the Celtics stum- 
ble in startling fashion. Garnett throws a 
pass to no one, then gets tossed for striking 
Suns forward Channing Frye in the groin. 
Boston shoots a season-worst 34.2 percent 
against one of the NBA’s worst defenses. The 
Suns roll 88-71. 

Rivers, incensed, rides out most of the 
game from the visiting locker room after be- 
ing ejected for jawing at the officials. Watch- 


ing it all unfold, he wonders, Jesus Chmist, 
was the whole team drinking last night2 But 
the Celtics’ longtime trainer, Ed Lacerte; has 
another theory: “We should see thé sleep 
doctor. This is the game he pointed toy 

The sleep doctor was Charles Czeisler, 
director of sleep medicine at Harvard Med= 
ical School, whom Rivers had consulted 
before the season, asking him to identity 
trouble spots on the schedule. Czeisler 
noted that the Celtics would be flyiiig mto 
Phoenix after facing the Trail Blazers im 
Portland the night before—and Cleveland 
in Boston two nights before that. With so 
much travel across so many time z@mes im 
just three days, “your instincts will be bad,” 
he said. “It’ll be like playing drunkémbas= 
ketball. You will not win this game.” 

After the loss, Rivers realizes that Czeisler 
was right and that it’s time to start adjusting 


DOC RIVERS 


routes. He calls his Big Three into the of- 
fices We're changing, immediately.” 
Mhe players push back. They like their 
routes. “This is what we do!” Garnett says. 
Replies Rivers: “Well, we're not doing it 
anymore.” 


EVERY SEASON, NBA teams are forced to 
play eames that, as Rivers learned in 2011, 
are all) but unwinnable—not because of the 
Opponent but because of how the schedule 
unfolds leading up to them. In many orga- 
nizations, these games are actually referred 
toas scheduled losses.’ Says Timberwolves 
coach) Tom Thibodeau: “Sometimes the 
schedule can get you. That happens.” 
Spurs coach Gregg Popovich circles these 
problem games on the schedule and pre- 
scribes the one cure for them: rest. “The 
guys appreciate it,” he says, “and it makes 


them even more committed to the program 
because they know you're taking care of 
them and they’e not just a piece of meat 
that you're going to use to win and move on.” 

Current Celtics coach Brad Stevens, who 
has consulted numerous sleep experts, says 
he has received similar advice. “It’s very 
point-blank—like, this schedule is not great 
for sleep. But the bottom line is the schedule 
hasn't changed, it’s not going to change, so 
how do you manage it the best you can? 
That’s why when the schedule comes out, for 
me, I go through the whole thing that day 
and plan the whole year and think about it.” 

And now so can you. To identify the NBA 
games in which it’s not one team against 
another but one team against the schedule, 
ESPN enlisted multiple experts, including 
sleep doctors who consult with NBA teams. 
In partnership with ESPN Stats & Informa- 


Additional 
reporting by ESPN’s 
Jackie MacMullan, 

Tom Haberstroh 
and Kevin Arnovitz 


tion, they ranked the season’s 488 back-to- 
back games on several factors, such as 
whether the game is home or away, the time 
elapsed between tip-offs (including hours 
lost from flying east), how rested the oppo- 
nent is from play or travel and whether it’s 
part of a longer run of four games in five 
nights, or five games in seven. The result: 42 
games in the 2016-17 season (see next page) 
in which the schedule creates an extreme 
competitive disadvantage for one team. 
We're calling them “schedule alert” games. 

Does it work? Cheri Mah, sleep consul- 
tant to NBA teams and a research fellow at 
the UC San Francisco Human Performance 
Center, helped construct the formula. Last 
season, using a similar formula, her system 
correctly picked losers with up to 78 per- 
cent accuracy. Those predictions were 
blind to the quality of the teams—showing 


Turn page for the NBA 
“schedule alert” graphic. 


how strong the impact of back-to-back 
games is. “The reality is, if I could craft an 
NBA season,” Mah says, “it would not have 
back-to-backs.” 


TODAY, RIVERS IS keenly aware of which 
games are “unwinnable’—so much so that 
he’s actually considered the once-unthink- 
able: forfeiting. Rivers, now the Clippers’ 
coach, recalls that LA was scheduled in 2014 
for back-to-back games, the second on the 
road, immediately following a seven-game 
road trip. “I contemplated keeping the team 
home, literally,’ Rivers says. “We knew we 
were walking into getting our ass kicked, 
and that’s what happened. 

“What is it they say? Ifyou have less than 
five hours of sleep for three days in a row, 
your reactions are that of a legally drunk 
driver? We've seen that with our own eyes.” 


SCHEDULE ALERT! 


Do you like to prepare mentally for your favorite NBA team’s losses, even months ahead of time? Then this is for you! With 
the aid of sleep scientists, we've devised a formula to identify the season’s “schedule alert” games—those that are the most 
unwinnable because of the schedule’s travel impact and resulting fatigue issues. Here’s an exhaustive look at the season. 


ATLANTA 
BOSTON -@ 
BROOKLYN 
CHARLOTTE 
CHICAGO 
CLEVELAND 
DALLAS 
DENVER 
DETROIT 
GOLDEN STATE 
HOUSTON 
INDIANA 
LA CLIPPERS 
LA LAKERS 
MEMPHIS 
MIAMI 
MILWAUKEE 
MINNESOTA 
NEW ORLEANS 
NEW YORK 
OKLAHOMA CITY 
ORLANDO 
PHILADELPHIA ~~ . +®@ 
PHOENIX 
PORTLAND 
SACRAMENTO 
SAN ANTONIO 
TORONTO + 
UTAH 


WASHINGTON 
NOVEMBER 


11/29: Hornets (Pistons): 8.5 Mah score 
Leaving Memphis, the Hornets lose an 
hour flying home—and less than 24 hours 
later cap a stretch of four games in five 
days vs. the rough-and-tumble Pistons. 
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12/3: Lakers (Grizzlies): 8.5 

A back-to-back for LA starting in Toronto 
means a late trip through customs and 
no rest. Even tougher: This next game is 
the fourth in five nights—all on the road. 


DECEMBER 


12/6: Bulls (Pistons): 9.5 

Chicago, in the closest thing to certain 
schedule defeat, loses an hour going 
to Detroit, and the distant Auburn Hills, 
to cap a four-in-five run. 


-o@ 
JANUARY 


12/11: Warriors (Timberwolves): 8.5 

This is a genuine test for Golden State, 

its fourth road game in five nights after 
playing in Memphis the night before. 

Plus: an early 6 p.m. start vs. a young team. 


NBA PREVIEW 
2016-17 


Each dot represents > Circle sizes are based on the Mah score, based on eight fatigue 
one of 1,230 gameson ~ O € C) team’s travel distance to Sea SUR lal SEE RS factors, ranges from O to 12, with higher 


this season’s schedule. 500 1,000 2000 reach that game, in miles. 57% chance of loss 78% chance of loss scores indicating greater disadvantage. 


© 
} -@- } 
FEBRUARY MARCH APRIL 
2/4: Nuggets (Spurs): 8.5 3/11: Wizards (Trail Blazers): 8.5 3/15: Trail Blazers (Spurs): 8.5 
After facing Milwaukee at home, Denver Capping not just a four-in-five but a For Portland, this marks the third road 
loses an hour heading east, only to five-in-seven stretch, this road game game of a five-game trip, the fourth 
cap a four-in-five run against the Spurs, comes against a Blazers team that game in five nights, the fifth in seven ... 
who have a one-day recovery edge. will have a one-day rest advantage. and it’s against the Spurs. Ouch. 


10.31.2016 ESPN 73 


Fr “ 
7) 
*s - ‘ 
1 saa Dm ~ 4 . 
he =~ < 
Yy . 
5 
A . “ om 
a * “— 


THE METHOD TO OUR MADNESS 

To preview the NBA season, we 
had TrueHoop podcasters dissect, 
discuss and debate keys for each 
eam. Our ESPN NBA Forecast 
panel then ranked clubs on their 
ikelihood to contend and on the 
progressiveness of their front 
offices, with NBA Insider Tom 
Haberstroh making sense of it all. 
And if you still need something to 
argue about, we offer not one, not 
wo, but three win projections. 
Got it? Good. #trusttheprocess 


RANKINGS 


PHOTO ILLUSTRATIONS 
BY CHUCK ANDERSON 
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REST LeBRON, FEATURE LOVE, SEE YOU IN JUNE 

Tom Haberstroh: Are you OK with Kevin Love averaging 
14 points per game—he has scored just over 16 per 
game in Cleveland after averaging 26 in his last season 
in Minnesota—or do you think they'll feature him more? 
Dave McMenamin: I’ve spoken to people within the 
team who feel it’s the best course of action if LeBron 
plays 60 games. That planned rest could be where you 
feature Kevin more. Ethan Sherwood Strauss: My 
question is, what is Cleveland’s motivation? Let’s say 
LeBron takes off half the season and the Cavs are the 
8-seed. Are you picking any other team to come out of 
the Eastern Conference? DM: Nope. 


PROJECTED LINEUP 


PG Kyrie Irving SG Iman Shumpert 
SF LeBron James PF Kevin Love 
C Tristan Thompson 


ods | of | ob 


PLUS-MINUS | FORECAST | OVER/UNDER 


ESPN FORECAST SAYS... 
PRETENDER 


GAVALIERO 


LAST SEASON 57-25 


CONTENDER 


a 


TRADITIONAL 


PROGRESSIVE 


LeBron has already 
played 46,861 
minutes, which is 
more than Larry 
Bird (retired at 35) 
and Steve Nash 
(40). Our panel sees 
the Cavs’ brass as 
progressive, but will 
they really play 
James less when it 
matters less? 
—TOM HABERSTROH 
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CELI 


LAST SEASON 48-34 


PG Isaiah Thomas SG Avery Bradley 
SF Jae Crowder PF Al Horford 
C Amir Johnson 


eee O02 | al | ola 


REAL ESPN VEGAS 
PLUS-MINUS | FORECAST | OVER/UNDER 


PROJECTED 
LINEUP 


ALHORFORD’S NICE, BUT C’S STILL NEED ASTAR 

Ohm Youngmisuk: Bottom line: Horford is not the guy 
who’s going to get them past the Cavs. | love his 
passing and his perimeter shooting, but | was 
disturbed by his playoff production for the Hawks. He 
grabbed 14 rebounds against the Cavs. Not ina game, 
in the series! He’s a great signing, but he’s not going 
to win them 10 more games. Amin Elhassan: And if 
Thomas is your best player, you're good enough to win 
48 games in the East—but you are not a champion. 
Am | wrong to think of Thomas as the most readily 
disposable All-Star in the league? OY: No. He’s going 
to get traded in the next couple of years. 


ESPN FORECAST SAYS... 


PRETENDER CONTENDER 


SOSSSSHSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSESESEESE 


j 
4 


TRADITIONAL PROGRESSIVE 


Sorry, Cleveland: The best-built East team resides in 
Beantown. The Celtics were a top-five defense last 
season even without Horford manning the middle, 
and he should grease the wheels on offense too. —T.H. 


AAPTORD 


LAST SEASON 56-26 


PG Kyle Lowry SG DeMar DeRozan 
SF DeMarre Carroll PF Jared Sullinger 
C Jonas Valanciunas 


ree! M92 | ol | Ba 


REAL ESPN VEGAS 
PLUS-MINUS | FORECAST | OVER/UNDER 


PROJECTED 
LINEUP 


DEROZAN CAN'T SHOOT HIS WAY OUT OF THIS 

Ethan Sherwood Strauss: Let's just say it: Toronto 
likely got worse. With Bismack Biyombo’s departure, 
the Raptors lose a guy who was big for them in the 
playoffs last year. He averaged 8.8/13.3 with almost 
two blocks per 36 minutes. Amin Elhassan: Can | be 
frank about Biyombo? He played over his head a little 
bit in the playoffs. Ohm Youngmisuk: As long as they 
rely on DeRozan and Lowry, they need an energy guy. 
Biyombo was that guy for them. The dude snagged 26 
rebounds in Game 3 against the Cavs! Dwight Howard 
and Hakeem Olajuwon—those are the only other guys 
to do that in the playoffs since 1984. It’s a big loss. 


ESPN FORECAST SAYS... 
PRETENDER 


CONTENDER 


rs 


TRADITIONAL PROGRESSIVE 


Coach Dwane Casey and GM Masai Ujiri vault the Raps 
into a top-10 forward-thinking squad. In 2015-16, 
they had the No. 5 offense, behind a No. 3-ranked FT 
rate and a 12.3 percent turnover rate (seventh). —T.H. 


PIOTONG 


LAST SEASON 44-38 


PG Reggie Jackson SG Kentavious 
Caldwell-Pope SF Marcus Morris 
PF Tobias Harris C Andre Drummond 
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REAL ESPN VEGAS 
PLUS-MINUS | FORECAST | OVER/UNDER 


PROJECTED 
LINEUP 


TO SAVE ANDRE DRUMMOND, GET A POINT GUARD 

Tom Haberstroh: A big key for the Pistons going 
forward is Drummond improving his free throw 
shooting. Last year he shot 35.5 percent. If he 
shoots 50 percent, that adds two wins to the 
Pistons’ bottom line. Kevin Pelton: Yeah, the average 
relationship is 2.7 wins for 1.0 point per game. 

Amin Elhassan: If they have any hope of maximizing 
the talent of Drummond and the rest of this 

roster, Reggie Jackson can’t be the point guard 

of the future. They've got to get a real one. Jackson 
is good enough, maybe, for a first-round playoff win 
but no further. He’s not Mr. Right. He’s Mr. Right Now. 


ESPN FORECAST SAYS... 


PRETENDER CONTENDER 


SSCHSHOSSHSSSSSSSSSSSSSHESSSSSSESEESE 


TRADITIONAL PROGRESSIVE 


The panel likes the Van Gundy regime, but not enough 
to warrant elite ranks. A way to boost our confidence? 
Keep building a Magic-style squad: a dominant big 
with perimeter snipers around him. —T.H. 
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meg = 


LAST SEASON 45-37 


REAL 
PROJECTED + PG Jeff Teague SG Monta Ellis SF Paul George PLUS-MINUS 
LINEUP PF Thaddeus Young C Myles Turner 3 ae 
INDY WANTS TO RUN; INDY IS NOT BUILT TO RUN hh 
Tom Haberstroh: The Pacers have a huge identity crisis. They want ESPN 
to play fast, but then they sign Al Jefferson. Amin Elhassan: And if EOREGRS! 
they want to go up-tempo, that’s fine, but then don’t hire Nate 
McMillan, who doesn’t coach that way even if he says he’s going to. 
My question is: Should Larry Bird be worried about his job, or is he : 
safe because he’s in Indiana and they'll never admit that he’s bad for VEGAS 
business? Ethan Sherwood Strauss: Probably the latter. OVER/UNDER 


ESPN FORECAST SAYS... 
PRETENDER CONTENDER This is George’s 
squad, but Teague, 
Ellis and Big Al all 
need the ball to 
COCoeooccoccoocooscoseooooeeeee thrive for a team 


that hasn’t boasted 
a top-10 offense 
since 2011-12. Can 
McMillan get them 
there? Well, Larry 
PROGRESSIVE Bird thinks so. —TH. 


TRADITIONAL 


HAWKO = 


LAST SEASON 48-34 


REAL 

PROJECTED b PG Dennis Schroder SG Kyle Korver PLUS-MINUS 
LINEUP SF Kent Bazemore PF Paul Millsap C Dwight Howard 
IS DWIGHT HOWARD OLD? OR IS HE TOO OLD? AA 
Kevin Pelton: I’m curious how Al Horford’s departure will affect ESPN 
Millsap. He won't be defended by the centers that teams had to POREDSSI 
cross-match because they couldn’t deal with the Horford pick-and- 
pop. That gave Millsap the quickness advantage. Also, defensively, 
Atlanta took advantage of its mobile bigs with traps and perimeter is 
switches. That’s not really Howard anymore. Tom Haberstroh: What VEGAS 
is Dwight now? What does he have left? That, to me, is the question. OVER/UNDER 

ESPN FORECAST SAYS... 

PRETENDER CONTENDER Our panel sees the 


Hawks on a long 
journey to the 
middle after a 
60-win season just 
two years ago. And 
to count on Howard 
ninth in usage last 
season for Houston) 
is always a tricky 
PROGRESSIVE proposition. —T.H. 


TRADITIONAL 


HOES. == 


LAST SEASON 48-34 


REAL 
PROJECTED $ PG Kemba Walker SG Nicolas Batum SF Michael PLUS-MINUS 
LINEUP Kidd-Gilchrist PF Marvin Williams C Cody Zeller a: 
ROLE PLAYERS ARE FINE—STEPH ... WOULD BE BETTER 4} 
Brian Windhorst: Somehow the Hornets stay in the hunt every year ESPN 
without a star. And they will have to do that again after bringing in FORECAST. 
Roy Hibbert and Marco Belinelli. David Thorpe: Belinelli was awful on 
the Kings last year. Tom Haberstroh: Bigger question, guys: Can they 
bring Steph home in 2017? DT: It’s on their mind. | think people ° 
around Steph are talking about a one-year experiment thing. I’m VEGAS 
hearing Charlotte as a potential destination. OVER/UNDER 

ESPN FORECAST SAYS... 


PRETENDER CONTENDER Five years ago, the 
Hornets went 7-59. 
This past year? The 
trio of Walker, 
Williams and Batum 
outscored teams by 
6.8 points per 100 
possessions, tops 
for any full-time 
East trio not in 
PROGRESSIVE = Cleveland. —T.H. 


TRADITIONAL 
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LAST SEASON 41-41 


REAL 
PROJECTED , PG John Wall SG Bradley Beal SF Otto Porter PLUS-MINUS 
LINEUP PF Markieff Morris C Marcin Gortat = 
MAKE A CHOICE: GET A THIRD STAR—OR START OVER il 
Tom Haberstroh: You have two young stars in the backcourt in Wall ESPN 
and Beal who don't play well together, outscoring opponents by less FOREGASE 
than one point per 100 possessions last year. With Wall and Garrett 
Temple? It’s plus-2.2. That can’t happen. Kevin Pelton: True, and you 
can’t count on Beal to play all 82 games. Best-case scenario, if : 
everyone is healthy? This could be the one team in the Southeast to VEGAS 
contend for home-court advantage in the playoffs. Best case. OVER/UNDER 

ESPN FORECAST SAYS... 


PRETENDER CONTENDER Whenit comes to 
spinning in the 
hamster wheel of 
mediocrity, nobody 
beats the Wiz, the 
only team without a 
50-win season since 
1980. Our panel’s 
take? Too much 
talent to be this 
PROGRESSIVE = average. —T.H. 


SOHOSSHSHSSSSHSSSSHSHSSSHSOSEESEOEE 


TRADITIONAL 


PROJECTED PG Rajon Rondo SG Dwyane Wade JUST ADMIT YOU SCREWED UP AND START AGAIN 
LINEUP SF Jimmy Butler PF Taj Gibson Amin Elhassan: The Bulls are this year’s Team Turmoil. Kevin Pelton: Ch, 
C Robin Lopez yeah. You've got Wade, Rondo and Butler on the perimeter—three guys 
who want the ball in their hands. And they were poor defensively after 
Joakim Noah got hurt last year. Rondo is maybe the worst point-guard 
38.2 40 38.5 ‘ : 
PROJECTED defender, and Wade does not put forth energy defensively. AE: They've got 
LAST SEASON 42-40 PLUS-MINUS FORECAST OVER/UNDER the worst combination of talent around Butler. It’s gonna be a train wreck. 
PROJECTED PG Derrick Rose SG Courtney Lee MEMO TO PHIL: KRISTAPS IS THE FUTURE—STOP GETTING IN HIS WAY 
LINEUP SF Carmelo Anthony PF Kristaps Porzingis Ohm Youngmisuk: How do the ball-dominant Carmelo and Rose coexist? 
C Joakim Noah How can Porzingis improve with them? Amin Elhassan: Good questions, 
_ but the issue is health. Ethan Sherwood Strauss: Yeah, Rose and Noah 
won't play 82 games—and depth is poor. Also, those two have been really 
35.1 40 38.5 ; ; ; 
PROJECTED bad at basketball. Rose was 75th in real plus-minus last year among point 
WINS REAL ESPN VEGAS 
LAST SEASON 32-50 PLUS-MINUS | FORECAST | OVER/UNDER guards. Noah’s PER was worse the past two years than in his rookie year. 
PROJECTED PG Giannis Antetokounmpo THE BUCKS NEED SOMEONE WHO CAN THROW THE BALL IN THE OCEAN 
LINEUP SG Matthew Dellavedova SF Rashad Vaughn Dave McMenamin: Our panel has them adding six wins? But that was 
PF Jabari Parker C Miles Plumlee before we knew Khris Middleton was out for six months. The Bucks didn’t 
ee address their 3-point shooting, which was ninth worst last season at 
34.5 percent. Amin Elhassan: You can’t have eight dudes who can’t shoot. 
33 339 39.5 ‘ 
PROJECTED REAL ESPN VEGAS Ethan Sherwood Strauss: Like the Sixers, the Bucks got a bunch of length 
LAST SEASON 33-49 WINS PLUS-MINUS | FORECAST | OVER/UNDER together and assumed they could teach shooting, That’s not so easy. 
PROJECTED PG Goran Dragic SG Dion Waiters CAPITALIZE ON ADDITION BY DWYANE WADE SUBTRACTION 
LINEUP SF Justise Winslow PF Derrick Williams Brian Windhorst: They held firm on Wade but spent $20M on Williams, 
C Hassan Whiteside Waiters, James Johnson and Wayne Ellington? Tom Haberstroh: Parting 
SS with Wade made them better long-term. Once Pat Riley ended the Chris 
35.6 36 36.5 Bosh era, the rebuild began. Dragic and Whiteside work well together—and 
PROJECTED A ’ had a plus-9.2 net rating without Wade—but that was with Luol Deng and 
WINS REAL ESPN VEGAS 
LAST SEASON 48-34 PLUS-MINUS FORECAST OVER/UNDER Joe Johnson. Can Josh Richardson and Winslow replace them? Not yet. 
PROJECTED PG Elfrid Payton SG Evan Fournier LOSE A FEW MORE NOW, WIN ALOT MORE LATER 
LINEUP SF Aaron Gordon PF Serge Ibaka David Thorpe: OK, so their under-25 talent—Mario Hezonja, Gordon, 
C Nikola Vucevic Payton and Fournier—is strong. Tom Haberstroh: Agreed, but their moves 
(trading for Ibaka, signing Bismack Biyombo and Jeff Green} suggest they 
don’t believe in them. | mean, Green could get minutes ahead of Gordon or 
36.6 35 36.5 ; ‘ : é 
PROJECTED REAL ESPN VEGAS Hezonja. Kevin Pelton: They just haven’t found an anchor. As much as we 
LAST SEASON 35-47 baled PLUS-MINUS | FORECAST | OVER/UNDER like Gordon, can he be the best player on a contender? DT: Not this year. 
PROJECTED PG Jerryd Bayless SG Gerald Henderson CAN BEN SIMMONS BE MORE THAN A FLASHY PASSER WHEN HE RETURNS? 
LINEUP SF Robert Covington PF Dario Saric Ethan Sherwood Strauss: Before Simmons broke his foot, Jared Dudley 
C Joel Embiid predicted Hall of Fame success for him. Others said he reminded them of 
a 6-10 Rajon Rondo. Kevin Pelton: Is “6-10 Rondo” an insult? ESS: Well, 
24.9 20 275 at summer league he was playing to make those passes, as opposed to 
PROJECTED REAL | ESPN | VEGAS trying to win. That’s the Rondo comparison. Amin Elhassan: Look, at least 
LAST SEASON 10-72 oes PLUS-MINUS | FORECAST | OVER/UNDER Embiid is back—and he’s the most talented dude on the roster. 
PROJECTED PG Jeremy Lin SG Bojan Bogdanovic WE WOULD VERY MUCH LIKE TO BE EXCLUDED FROM THIS NARRATIVE 
LINEUP SF Rondae Hollis-Jefferson Amin Elhassan: | feel no inclination to ever watch the Nets play. Why 
PF Trevor Booker C Brook Lopez should | care about them? Ohm Youngmisuk: You're hoping that Lin and 
SS Lopez play the pick-and-roll to perfection. You hope “Linsanity 2” will 
happen. AE: Yeah, Lin’s a good vet for the young guys, and he’s an upgrade 
29.2 20 20.5 : ; : 
PROJECTED REAL ESPN VEGAS over what they were doing last year, but that’s not saying much. OY: Oh, 
LAST SEASON 21-61 ms PLUS-MINUS | FORECAST | OVER/UNDER and they don’t control their first-round pick until 2019. It’s bleak. 
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CAN THE NEW MANU BE MOLDED OUT OF KLAY? 


David Thorpe: This may sound crazy, but Klay Thompson, 


who was 1eth in the NBA in scoring last year, should 
come off the bench. With the signing of Kevin Durant, 
there’s only one ball to go around. Ethan Sherwood 
Strauss: Klay actually brought up Manu Ginobili at Team 
USA. He said Manu has all these championships and 
could’ve chosen to score 25 every night instead. Klay’s 
game isn’t the same, but he’s looking to Manu as a 


model. DT: And Klay could finish games with the starters. 


ESS: You couldn’t bench Draymond—he’s too important 
and wouldn’t like it. Klay could probably be sold, though. 
He would accept it and be the good soldier. 


PROJECTED LINEUP 


PG Stephen Curry SG Klay Thompson 
SF Kevin Durant PF Draymond Green 
C Zaza Pachulia 


PROJECTED WINS 


G66 | G/ | tho 


REAL ESPN VEGAS 


PLUS-MINUS | FORECAST | OVER/UNDER 


ESPN FORECAST SAYS... 
PRETENDER 


CONTENDER 


\ 


TRADITIONAL PROGRESSIVE 


WARRIORS | 


LAST SEASON 73-9 


The Dubs are elite, 
but we're not seeing 
their front office as 
“light-years ahead,” 
as owner Joe Lacob 
said. One issue? 
Rim protection. 
They gave up 5.8 
more points per 100 
possessions with 
Andrew Bogut, now 
a May, on the bench. 
—TOM HABERSTROH 
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LAST SEASON 67-15 


PG Tony Parker SG Danny Green 
SF Kawhi Leonard PF LaMarcus 
Aldridge C Pau Gasol 
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REAL ESPN VEGAS 
PLUS-MINUS | FORECAST | OVER/UNDER 


PROJECTED 
LINEUP 


TIMMY’S DONE. POP’S SAD. NEW FACES ... SAME RESULT? 
Ethan Sherwood Strauss: With no Tim Duncan—who 
was second in the NBA in defensive real plus-minus 
last season—no Boris Diaw and whatever is left of 
Pau Gasol, | wouldn't be shocked if this is where the 
wheels come off for the Spurs. Amin Elhassan: Yeah, 
Rome didn’t fall overnight. But it fell! And if it happens 
now, is the loss of Duncan a part of that? | question 
whether it’s part of a bigger thing, how over time the 
Tiago Splitters, the Aron Bayneses, all the guys who 
were “Spurs guys,” are gone, and now it’s Aldridge, 
David Lee, Pau—all these dudes who are not part of 
the culture they've spent two decades building. 


ESPN FORECAST SAYS... 


PRETENDER CONTENDER 


TRADITIONAL PROGRESSIVE 


The Spurs owned a league-low 96.6 D-rating last year 
with Duncan in the middle, and now they're banking on 
reigning DPOY Leonard and Gasol to shoulder the load. 
We've learned not to doubt them. —TH. 


GLIPPERG 


LAST SEASON 53-29 


PG Chris Paul SG J.J. Redick 
SF Luc Mbah a Moute 
PF Blake Griffin C DeAndre Jordan 


PROJECTED 
LINEUP 
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REAL ESPN VEGAS 
PLUS-MINUS | FORECAST | OVER/UNDER 


BREAK ON OUT OR BREAK IT UP 

Ethan Sherwood Strauss: The Clippers might be the 
second-best team in the West. In fact, if they're 
healthy, | think they are. If | had to choose a main 
threat to the Warriors, it would be the Clippers. There, 
| said it. David Thorpe: Yep. If it was 4-on-4, as good 
as Golden State’s best four is, I'd love the Clippers’ top 
four in Paul, Redick, Jordan and Griffin—which, by the 
way, had the fifth-best net rating among four-man 
lineups in 2015-16. ESS: Of course, | did bring this up 
to some people who work in the Warriors organization 
and they laughed at me. They just openly laughed at 
me. It might have been what | was wearing. 


ESPN FORECAST SAYS... 
PRETENDER 


CONTENDER 


TRADITIONAL PROGRESSIVE 


Three seasons into the Doc Rivers era and LA hasn't 
gone further in the playoffs than it did under Vinny 
Del Negro, but a shiny new sports science crew might 
help keep those title hopes—and bodies—intact. —T.H. 


BLAZERO 


LAST SEASON 44-38 


PG Damian Lillard SG C.J. McCollum 
SF Maurice Harkless PF Al-Farouq 
Aminu C Mason Plumlee 


PROJECTED 
LINEUP 
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REAL ESPN VEGAS 
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$350M TO MAINTAIN THE STATUS QUO? GUH 

Kevin Arnovitz: Teams that make a big one-year jump 
or that have surprise success—like the Trail Blazers 
did last year after losing four starters—often come 
back to earth. Portland signed Evan Turner, a real NBA 
curio, for four years and $70 million, along with Festus 
Ezeli, a health question mark, for two years and $15.1 
million. And the Blazers kept their young core: Allen 
Crabbe, four years, $75 million; Meyers Leonard, four 
years, $41 million; Harkless, four years, $42 million; 
McCollum, four years, $106 million. Brian Windhorst: 
That sounds like, “Wow, huge upgrades to the team.” 
But in reality, they really only added Turner and Ezeli. 


ESPN FORECAST SAYS... 


PRETENDER @ CONTENDER 
nop 


SSCHSHSSSHSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSESSSESEESE 


TRADITIONAL PROGRESSIVE 


There are few better duos than coach Terry Stotts and 
GM Neil Olshey. Many fans don’t know the Blazers’ 
$75 million man Crabbe, but McCollum wasn't a 
household name this time last year either. —T.H. 
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LAST SEASON 40-42 


REAL 
PROJECTED , PG George Hill SG Rodney Hood SF Gordon Hayward PLUS-MINUS 
LINEUP PF Derrick Favors C Rudy Gobert - == =e ¢ 
THE BANDWAGON IS FULL, BUT IS IT GOING ANYWHERE? Kf 
Kevin Arnovitz: If healthy, this is a top-eight defense. And if they're ESPN 
11th in offense, where they project, | mean, that’s a 50-win team. EOREGRD! 
Kevin Pelton: Well, if you go by point differential, they would have 
been the best West team without home court in the playoffs. Brian 
Windhorst: Sorry, I’m not sold. The Jazz have been the budding team a 
now for three years. Hayward can opt out after this year. Gobert is up VEGAS 
for extension this year. And we still don’t know what Dante Exum is. OVER/UNDER 


ESPN FORECAST SAYS... 


PRETENDER CONTENDER = The Jazz zig when 
he league zags. 
This was by far the 
slowest offense in 
he NBA last year 
91.0 pace], but 
hanks to a top-10 
front office, the 
J eam’s development 
has been anything 
PROGRESSIVE = but. —TH. 


\ 


TRADITIONAL 


GRIZZLED Pa 


LAST SEASON 42-40 


REAL 

PROJECTED + PG Mike Conley SG Tony Allen SF Chandler Parsons PLUS-MINUS 
LINEUP PF JaMychal Green C Marc Gasol 
THEY’RE GONNA GRIT ’N’ GRIND RIGHT INTO THE GRAVE 4} 
Ethan Sherwood Strauss: The Tony Allen issue is a problem they yoneeaae 
can’t bring themselves to fix. Kevin Pelton: He’s 34, he can’t shoot 
and his backups are Vince Carter and Troy Daniels. ESS: And you've 
got Gasol, who signed for five years in 2015, then suffered a fractured 
navicular. Conley gets the biggest contract in NBA history coming off i 
Achilles tendinitis. And you've still got Zach Randolph, who's 35. Amin VEGAS 
Elhassan: All true. This team is decaying before our eyes. OVER/UNDER 

ESPN FORECAST SAYS... 

PRETENDER CONTENDER = One would think our 


panel would like six 
straight playoffs, but 
Memphis has been 
bottom five in pace 
and 3PA rate since 
2012-13. Parsons, 
who shot 41.4 
percent from 3 last 
season in Dallas, 
PROGRESSIVE — should help. —T.H. 


TRADITIONAL 
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THUNDER ah 


LAST SEASON 55-27 


REAL 
PROJECTED S PG Russell Westbrook SG Victor Oladipo SF Andre PLUS-MINUS 
LINEUP Roberson PF Domantas Sabonis C Steven Adams | 
IS ASOLO WESTBROOK THE BEST WESTBROOK? AA 
Royce Young: | think we're all quick to draw the parallel here to ESPN 
2014-15, when KD missed 55 games and Russ put up patently POREDSST 
absurd numbers. What people forget, though, is that OKC was 
effectively a .500 team during that stretch. So will Russ embrace his 
inner Kobe and shoot 26 times a game? Kevin Pelton: The answer n 
might lie with Oladipo because when Russ was the man in’14-15, VEGAS 
he didn’t have a partner who could create his own shot. Oladipo can. OVER/UNDER 


ESPN FORECAST SAYS... 


CONTENDER The front office’s 
reputation took a hit 
with our panel after 
it let Durant walk for 
nothing in July. 
We're higher on the 
on-court product, 
which still features 
Westbrook, the 
odds-on MVP 
PROGRESSIVE _ favorite. —T.H. 


ROCKETS an 


LAST SEASON 41-41 


PRETENDER 


TRADITIONAL 


REAL 
PROJECTED , PG Patrick Beverley SG James Harden PLUS-MINUS 
LINEUP SF Trevor Ariza PF Ryan Anderson C Clint Capela —— ar 
IT’S TIME TO MEND DEFENSE ql 
Ethan Sherwood Strauss: | had a scout tell me he’s convinced ESPN 
Harden would intentionally botch assists that would’ve gone to FOREGAST 
Dwight Howard. Amin Elhassan: Howard would botch rotations too. 
Tim MacMahon: It was toxic, but on D, how will this team fare? 
AE: Listen, if a team scores 140 points but allows 120, is that worse ° 
than a team that scores 100 but allows 80? Kevin Pelton: What VEGAS 
about a team that scores 120 but allows 120? OVER/UNDER 

ESPN FORECAST SAYS... 


PRETENDER CONTENDER Apoor 2015-16 has 
| softened our love 
for team leadership. 
But they've built a 
3-point arsenal 
around Harden with 
Anderson and Eric 
Gordon, who fit in 
the pace-and-space 
attack Mike D’Antoni 
PROGRESSIVE prefers. —TH. 


TRADITIONAL 


PG Deron Williams SG Wesley Matthews STOP JOGGING ON THE TREADMILL 
ame SF Harrison Barnes PF Dirk Nowitzki Tim MacMahon: The Mavs are masters at failing at Plan A’s and then 
C Andrew Bogut recovering nicely. They're in that spot again. Amin Elhassan: What | can’t 
eI reconcile is giving Harrison Barnes max money. TM: Well, they're hoping 
34.8 40 39.5 he can blossom into at least a second option, if not a go-to guy. But there 
PROJECTED : ¥ i i : imisti i 
REAL ESPN VEGAS is a lot of evidence that says that’s very optimistic. Would it have been 
WINS PLUS-MINUS | FORECAST | OVER/UNDER better if they'd given Chandler Parsons the max instead? | think so. 
PG Ricky Rubio SG Zach LaVine BE PATIENT, LET TOWNS DEVELOP, RINSE, REPEAT 
HT ha SF Andrew Wiggins PF Gorgui Dieng Brian Windhorst: What is the Warriors’ biggest weakness? David Thorpe: 
C Karl-Anthony Towns The center position? BW: Right. You want to know the biggest threat to 
their dynasty? His name is Karl-Anthony Towns. Ethan Sherwood Strauss: 
Yeah, Towns completely worked Draymond Green last year. BW: Listen, 
PROJECTED 72 | rs | ae Golden State had better hope the Timberwolves have a sl 
REAL ESPN VEGAS olden State had better hope the Timberwolves have a slow progression 
WINS PLUS-MINUS FORECAST OVER/UNDER because | think they're going to be a serious challenger in two seasons. 
PG Jrue Holiday SG Tyreke Evans UM, SOMEBODY HELP ANTHONY DAVIS, SERIOUSLY 
tnEET SF Solomon Hill PF Anthony Davis Tim MacMahon: Davis is one of the NBA‘s best players. He averaged a 
C Alexis Ajinca 24/10/2-block line twice before age 22. Shaq did it twice. Bob McAdoo did 
it. That’s it. This should be a SO-win team. Kevin Pelton: When the game 
373 35 36.5 was iso-oriented, one star could drag you to 50 wins, but Davis had 
PROJECTED REAL | ESPN | VEGAS historically poor support. Status quo would’ve made no sense for them. 
}LASTSEASON 30-52 SEASON 30-52 WINS PLUS-MINUS FORECAST OVER/UNDER Ethan Sherwood Strauss: Well, | don’t hate the Solomon Hill signing. 
PG Emmanuel Mudiay SG Gary Harris THERE’S A FORK IN THIS ROAD—TAKE IT 
hr aa SF Danilo Gallinari PF Nikola Jokic Royce Young: Denver has good youth with Jokic, Nurkic and Mudiay. But 
C Jusuf Nurkic then it has some of these older guys, Darrell Arthur, Wilson Chandler, even 
——_ Kenneth Faried, who’s actually 26 but seems older. Kevin Pelton: To me it’s 
41 34 34.5 two things: One is health. If Gallinari plays 70 games versus 50, it’s a big 
PROJECTED REAL | ESPN | VEGAS difference. And two, whether to start trading vets midseason, which their 
}LASTSEASON33-49 WINS PLUS-MINUS | FORECAST | OVER/UNDER record will determine. Faried is likely to get traded. 
PG Darren Collison SG Arron Afflalo WELCOME TO THE ASYLUM 
fae SF Rudy Gay PF DeMarcus Cousins Brian Windhorst: They've been trying to make a trade for a while. GM Vlade 
C Willie Cauley-Stein Divac has an itchy trigger finger, and Gay is still there. David Thorpe: If 
ees coach Dave Joerger can’t reach him, DeMarcus needs to be moved. 
Nothing against the guy, but he’s the biggest name in the room, and that’s 
PROJECTED a | - | ae lly enabled him. One day he'll b ith thi 
REAL ESPN VEGAS really enabled him. One day he'll grow up, but maybe not with this team. 
WINS PLUS-MINUS | FORECAST | OVER/UNDER I'd love to see him ina situation where he’s just another guy. 
PG Eric Bledsoe SG Devin Booker GIVE THE KEYS TO THE KIDS AND LET THEM CRASH 
hr a SF P.J. Tucker PF Jared Dudley Kevin Pelton: After years of trying to win faster than the team was set up 
C Tyson Chandler to do, the focus, finally, is on development. Brian Windhorst: Right. And 
Booker, who had a surprisingly great rookie year and still isn’t even 20, is 
29.3 26 26.5 their main guy. David Thorpe: And Marquese Chriss and Dragan Bender are 
PROJECTED REAL | ESPN | VEGAS super talented. Alex Len too. | think TJ Warren can be a scorer off the 
WINS PLUS-MINUS FORECAST OVER/UNDER bench. This team’s going to be bad. But there’s young talent. No question. 
PG D'Angelo Russell SG Jordan Clarkson THEY STUNK REAL BAD WITH KOBE—THEY’LL STINK SLIGHTLY LESS NOW 
errr dia SF Luol Deng PF Julius Randle Ethan Sherwood Strauss: | don’t like the young core they have. David 
C Timofey Mozgov Thorpe: I'd like to quote Jack Black from High Fidelity: “You can be—and 
_———<—<—S— are—wrong.” Those guys are super talented. ESS: | don’t see the elite 
24.6 25 245 skills. DT: Russell needs to get his ass kicked. Brandon Ingram needs to be 
PROJECTED A / hallenged and grow into his body, which is painfully thin. These, as much 
REAL ESPN VEGAS c g g y, p y , 
WINS PLUS-MINUS | FORECAST | OVER/UNDER as anything, are going to be the tasks for management and Luke Walton. 
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2D non preview 2016-1 


RED PILL OR BLUE PILL? 


FOR MORE TEAM PREVIEWS, 
ANALYSIS AND IN-DEPTH 
ANALYTICS, VISIT ESPN.COM/NBA 


How best to go down the preseason rabbit hole? A matrix! 
Upper right? Progressive contenders. Lower left? Tradition-bound 
pretenders. All we're offering is the truth. TOM HABERSTROH 


Mwest MBEAST 


PROGRESSIVE SPURS i 
: —— = —e EE F 
oo WARRIORS 
: HEAT . 

WIN % SANS TIMMY a OFFENSIVE RATING 
Spurs went 17-4 without ee The death lineup is the 
Duncan last season. If they TRAIL BLAZERS highest-scoring unit since 

keep that up, Kawhi might a CAVALIERS the NBA first tracked 
even crack a smile when he a the stat in’07-08. Swap in 
raises the MVP trophy. a KD for Barnes? Yikes! 
JAZZ 
TIMBERWOLVES a 
= PISTONS __ 
| se THUNDER | 
POSSESSIONS PER 48 MIN. HAWKS a AUSTIN RIVERS’ RPM 
Kings had the fastest pace zB Rivers ranked 416th among 
last season but raced to the | 462 players last season in 
bottom with a poor D (23rd). wi CLIPPERS s real plus-minus. Then his 
Can new coach Joerger bring Z a 5 father and GM, Doc, signed 
grit ‘n’ grind to Sacramento? liz fi} Ss him to a $35M deal in July. 
= HORNETS 3 
BUCKS 
2] 
i] ‘e = 
GRIZZLIES 
| ra | 
JAHLIL OKAFOR’S 0-RPM | NUGGETS BLOCKS PER 36 MIN. 
Okafor’s offensive real — 8 Whiteside led the NBA in 
plus-minus ranked 457th BULLS block rate in 15-16. Now if 
out of 462 eligible players. BS he could just improve his 
That was a hollow 17.5 ppg. league-worst assist rate of 
Let the Embiid era begin. LAKERS Mere 0.5 every 36 minutes ... 
a PELICANS 
: SUNS = 
NETS 7 
s KNICKS ‘ 
TEAMS FOR ANTHONY BENNETT . i=] PASSES PER GAME 
The 2013 No. 1 pick holds a TRADITIONAL Triangle or not, the Knicks 


a career 9.5 PER witha 
38.8 field goal percentage. 
Is the fourth time a charm? 


passed and passed to 
the second-most 24-second 
violations in the NBA (71) 
and a bottom-five offense. 
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